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	1. Chapter 1

"C'mon, doc, my knee is killing me! I really need something for the pain!" Sharp stabbing pain radiated through my left kneecap and I tried to keep it perfectly straight and still, hoping that by immobilizing it, I could get the pain to disappear quicker. I just needed pain meds. Some Dilaudid or OxyContin, maybe even morphine. I didn't need an IV in the crease of my elbow, connected to a "banana bag". I wasn't dehydrated nor was I hungover. Just irritated.

The doctor rolled his eyes, very unprofessional, and then he handed me a script for hydrocodone mixed with Tylenol. A script that certainly would not even touch the 10/10 pain I felt right now. Before I could object, he turned on his heels and left the room, closing the curtain shut behind him. I gritted my teeth in response to the gritty noise made by the metal rings grinding across the aluminum bar and tried to push myself off of the stretcher and into a standing position. I winced, lifting my left leg slightly so I didn't put too much pressure on it. Frustrated, I groaned and grabbed the clear plastic bag that held my belongings from off a hook on the wall, all while trying to hobble out of the door, hoping that maybe the nearest urgent care was still open at ten thirty at night. A pharmacy certainly wasn't and they didn't have what I needed anyway.

I turned my attention to the faint beeping of monitors in other rooms in the emergency department, trying to distract myself from my aching knee. Slowly, I poked my head out of the room, looking for an opportunity to flee this empathy-lacking hellhole. Nurses and aides and techs scrambled up and down the hallways, each person looking completely frazzled and focusing only on the task they were currently assigned to do. No one seemed to notice the disheveled 22 year old limping out into the hall, making a statement with her pair of stylish black and white vegan sneakers. I was almost to the nurses' station before I was jerked back by the IV pole when it was snagged in the doorway. I grunted and flung my bag of belongings over my shoulder like some delinquent punk rock Santa Claus and ripped the IV catheter from my arm. The IV pole tipped over with a loud crash and that was enough to draw the attention of the entire ER.

"I'm leaving!" I shouted, limping out the emergency department, a trail of blood dripping behind me. I dragged myself outside through the ambulance bay and was nearly mowed down by a couple of EMTs pushing a morbidly obese, foul smelling woman screaming about her cold symptoms. I scowled when my nostrils were flooded with the odor or stale urine. Completely fed up with anything or anyone associated with a hospital, I stumbled over to my friends, Bronson and Declan, both of whom were chain smoking across the street in front of the parking garage.

I sighed and looked at the two of them. Bronson was a beefy pre-law major who had dropped out before being accepted into law school. He didn't care much for the law, or for the people that were supposed to uphold it. Ironic since his old man was a New York State trooper who would do anything for his only child. Bronson had a shaved head, a strong build, a sarcastic attitude, and a willingness to speak whatever was on his mind. He was incredibly intelligent and was often misunderstood; as a drummer in a three piece punk rock band, everyone assumed he was a gargantuan ape that only found satisfaction in banging on things with a pair of sticks.

Declan ran a finger through his wavy dark hair before lighting up another cigarette. Quiet and withdrawn, Declan was much smaller than Bronson, looking like a five foot six David to Bronson's six foot five Goliath. But you didn't need to be of substantial size to play bass guitar. He also helped me write some of our songs, a task he had helped me to do since freshman year of college, when he answered an advertisement about filling a possible roommate position on craigslist. Being significantly more creative than Bronson or myself, Declan had a Bachelor's degree in Art and he was one hundred percent alright knowing that the chances of him finding a well-paying successful career with his degree was slim to none. This allowed him to put nearly all of his creative effort into the band.

"We need to go see Jacob," I mumbled, the pain in my knee worsened by my hasty escape from the emergency room. Not the type to question me, Declan, Bronson, and I made the short journey to my car on the second floor of the parking garage. I let Bronson drive since I was rendered useless by my knee. Having always been an aggressive driver, he made the fifteen minute drive to the west side of Syracuse into a seven minute one.

Jacob was a drug dealer and a stupid one at that. He would flash thick stacks of cash in front of the shadiest customers and he'd even weigh out marijuana within the vicinity of police officers. Somehow, misfortune never fell upon him. Declan and Bronson assisted me up the decrepit concrete staircase leading up to Jacob's dilapidated house. It was amazing the pig's sty was still intact. While standing in the middle of the street in front of his house, one could see into the second story, since a significant portion of the roof was completely gone. There was also a horrendous mold problem and trash dominated the majority of the house, except for the bathroom and the living room, where he spent the majority of his time on his raggedy sofa, playing Xbox and selling drugs, while his home rotted around him.

"Have any Oxy?" I asked him, trying my best to stay upright and avoid touching any filthy surface in this filthy house. I winced, my knee absolutely killing me. Jacob dug a dirty paw into a crease in his couch and pulled out a bag of pills filled with thirty 10 milligram oxycodone. I tried to grab them from his hand but he pulled it away.

"Nuh uh, three hundo and you can have them," he replied. I took a moment to dig in all of my pockets and he took the opportunity to pack a three foot tall green and blue bong. He lit it and took monstrous breaths, milking the smoke up to the top of the bong. When his lungs were filled, he covered the top of the bong and held it out for someone else to puff off of it while he held his breath as long as he could. Searching for any relief, I too took a giant hit off of the bong, clearing it of smoke. Immediately, all of the air in my lungs felt as dense as water and I felt a bit lightheaded. I managed to scrounge together one hundred and fifty dollars in crumbled ten and twenty dollar bills and Jacob started to reach into the baggie of pills.

"No, no, please!" I begged, hoping he wouldn't lay his disgusting fingers all over the pills. "Just front me, dude. I'll be able to pay you after this gig tonight, I swear!" He withdrew his hand, closed the baggie, and thrusted it into my hands. Immediately, I tossed four pills in my mouth and washed it down with an unopened citrus Sobe he had in his too-warm refrigerator. After a hard swallow, I gasped for air and leaned up against the fridge.

"You better pay up as soon as you step off that stage, Delaney," he shouted from the couch. "None of that six month waiting period bullshit."

"Yeah, yeah, yeah," I mumbled, stumbling into the living room. I pressed my back against a wall and leaned for a second. Bronson took a huge bubbly hit, clearing the entire bong with a single inhale. One of Jacob's burnt out buddies, Sam, tugged on the leg of my baggy ripped jeans.

"Hey, hey," he said to me. "Do I know you from somewhere?" I rolled my eyes and let myself sink into the wall, letting all of my weight melt into the house. My eyes felt heavy and I nodded. "You in a band or something?"

"Cry Wolf," I told him. He looked puzzled. "Modern goth punk rock kinda?" After a second, he nodded.

"You guys used to be really big, what happened?" he asked. I dropped down onto the futon next to him.

"Well, I fucked a guy who didn't want to fuck me for the rest of my life and he told me he didn't need me anymore and to go away," I replied. I itched my heavily tattooed arm and shrugged. "But hey, men are fuckers."

"What she failed to tell you was that when that loser ditched her, she finally became cool," Jacob said, laughing. Again I rolled my eyes. When Cry Wolf initially became popular, I began sleeping with a professional wrestler and, for a couple months at least, I was on the straight and narrow. I was drug free, smoke free, alcohol free, casual sex free, and meat free. I was happy. Then that professional wrestler ditched me for a more feminine girlfriend and he went on to marry her. Heartbroken, I fell into a downward spiral of self-destructive behavior. Any bed I fell into, I slept in. Any drug I encountered, I ingested it. There was a time where I went on a three day binge and ended up in the hospital with acute alcohol poisoning. I'm lucky to be alive. After that, I attempted to clean up my act just a little bit. I cut alcohol out of my life, along with hard drugs such as cocaine and intranasal heroin. I still sleep around, but that's my own business and I set standards for myself, like no more sleeping with multiple people in a week. Sure, I was really fond of painkillers, but that was a bad habit I picked up from multiple years of aggressive stage shows. I was big on crowd surfing and stage diving and I had been dropped one too many times. I wasn't just a drug seeker, I was in legitimate pain. But that's not what a doctor sees when a dirty looking 22 year old wearing shredded clothes and covered in tattoos comes into the emergency department, asking for painkillers.

I didn't become cool. I became pathetic, sub human. I became reliant. I was an addict whether I wanted to admit or not. Without drugs I suffered, with them I was humiliated.

"We should get going," Bronson said, stretching and cracking his back. My head felt like a two ton weight on my shoulders. I still needed assistance going down the stairs only this time it wasn't because of the excruciating pain, but because I was so high on the painkillers. So high that the next few hours meshed together in one sticky mess of bad decisions and rough experiences. I recall French kissing a female fan, jumping off of a stack of amplifiers and punching another fan in the face. I remember a group of college students buying rounds of hard liquor and me vomiting on the side of a brick building while Declan held back my hair before I passed out on a cold and filthy sidewalk.

When I finally regained consciousness, my face was pressed up against a car window. Thick beads of sweat skied down my face, gathering in large pools in my armpits and on my back. My hair was dripping from all of the perspiration. The air was incredibly dense with heat and it made it hard to breathe. There was also an overpowering stench of stinky feet and I looked around. Bronson was driving my car again and Declan was in the passenger seat, shoes off and feet resting on the dashboard. I coughed and rolled down my window. Bronson peered into the rearview mirror.

"'Bout time you woke up," he said, eyes going back to the road. "We're almost there." I furrowed my brow.

"Almost where? Did I pay Jake back last night?" I was extremely confused and my head was pounding. My eyes were dry and burning, like I'd been staring into the sun. I tried to swallow but my throat was coarse and my mouth burned with stomach acid. I bent over and dug around the backseat, trying to find a half full beverage on the floor. It was times like these when I was filling with regret. I could have money, I could have self-respect, I could feel okay for once, but instead I felt like I was rode hard and put away wet. My body felt beaten and abused, sore and exhausted.

"Canandaigua, 'member?" Declan reminded me as he fiddled with the radio, trying to find a station that wasn't low voices surrounded by static. After a couple minutes, he gave up and starting humming to himself.

"For…..what?" I asked, my questions still unanswered. I wracked my brain trying to remember what was relevant in Canandaigua.

"That show at CMAC. We're opening for Rixton and that Ed Sheeran," Bronson said as he pulled into a toll booth on the thruway and tossed some loose change at the attendant.

"Ed Sheeran? Who volunteered for that shit? It's just gonna be a bunch of teenage girls," I replied, groaning. That also meant we would be performing while the sun was still out. Not our typical performing environment. We preferred closed spaces with a couple dozen people pressed together, sharing sweat and screaming in unison and having a good time while normal people were getting ready for bed.

"Uh…you did," Declan said, playing imaginary drums on the dashboard. Another decision made while I was intoxicated in some way, no doubt. It blew my mind that Cry Wolf would be opening up for some group of English losers and some red headed kid. Years ago, they would have been opening for us. I started to wonder if maybe the band's downfall mirrored my own downward spiral. Maybe my addiction had a bigger impact than previously thought. I started picking at the dry skin on my lip and twirling my finger in my hair, both nervous ticks of mine. At times I would make myself bleed after picking my lip raw in times of real stress. I tried to remember a time when I wasn't anxious about absolutely everything. It was frustrating worrying about every little detail; if my hair was alright, if traffic was hell, if I was going to trip when walking on stage, if the sound guy did a good job and didn't make us look like idiots, if these teenage girls would like us at all, what if my voice cracked, what if I forgot how to sing, what if all the strings on my guitar break at once, what if I get so anxious that I can't even walk out on stage. Every minute of every day of my life felt exactly like that.

As we pulled into the Holiday Inn parking lot, I realized I had torn a relatively large slice in my bottom lip and I could taste blood in my mouth. I panicked and dug in my bag for Chap Stick, which I immediately smothered my mouth with.

What if they gave away our room? What if we all have to share a bed? What if there are bed bugs? Bed bugs must be a real pestilence to get rid of. I hope the sheets are clean. I hope I don't run out of hand soap. I better not put anything in any of the drawers, I don't want to forget anything when we checked out. Using my recently bitten nails, I started frantically digging at my forearm until my skin was reddened and warm and stung.

Declan grabbed my wrists gently and pulled them away from my body. He shushed me before pulling me in for a hug. He told me I was shaking and that I needed to relax. He reminded me that we had done this hundreds of times before and there's no reason I should get so upset. I wasn't comfortable being so far away from home. What if I got really really sick? I wouldn't want to get sick anywhere but in my own bathroom.

After Declan hugged me, I started to slow down a bit and allowed myself to think rationally for once. Maybe my drug use was a way to cope with my anxiety. Maybe I should seek some professional help and should stop self-medicating. With that thought, I started to hyperventilate. Why couldn't I be normal? What if I could never know what normal was? Can everyone else see how much I'm struggling?

I was given my own room with a single queen sized bed while the guys shared a room with two queen sized beds. As soon as I realized I could be all by myself, I locked the door, pulled the curtains closed, cranked the air conditioning, and threw myself onto my bed. Immediately, I started sobbing, big alligator tears. I felt so sad. Maybe I should just die. Maybe I should just kill myself. I was becoming so overwhelmed by all of these intense feelings. Once I emptied myself of tears, I dry heaved a couple times before sniffing and wiping my eyes and looking at the red numbers on the bedside digital clock. 3:45 in the afternoon. Sound check would be soon, the doors opened at five. I threw my sore, stiff body into the shower, standing under the water and wishing today would just be over already.

My stomach growled but I felt too nauseous to actually eat anything. I felt like I would throw up if I put anything in my belly. I wondered if there were any crackers available. Feeling weak, I climbed out of the shower, nearly collapsing due to my weak knee. I tried to focus on just getting to the show so it could be done and over with. I tried to disconnect myself from my pain. I really didn't want to have to use medications anymore. Where was this rational thinking when I was on my knees pleading for narcotics? Why didn't the tiny angel on my shoulder jab me in the neck when I was offering sexual favors in exchange for a high? Usually Declan and Bronson could pull me away before I stooped that low, but there were one or two times where they couldn't get to me fast enough.

After toweling off and getting dressed, I met them in the hall way and we took the short walk down to the parking lot. A limousine brought the three of us to the Finger Lakes Community College, the campus that had the music and arts performing center. The number of people lined up was astonishing. It took us twenty minutes to drive half a mile. I swallowed hard and took deep slow breaths in through my nose and out through my mouth. My head was spinning and I prayed that I wouldn't throw up. I just wanted to meet our equipment techs so I could be around people I knew. Tom handed me my plain black electric guitar and I strummed a couple of power chords and nervously shuffled my feet. The early June sun was making sweat drip down my face.

Bronson was busy showing off, spinning his drum sticks and wowing the small group of women that always gathered around him before a show. They hung off of him like some kind of parasitic fish on the belly of a shark. Declan plucked a couple notes on his bass and tuned the strings to exactly how he liked them. He nodded to himself when everything was up to his standard.


	2. Chapter 2

Beating down on us relentlessly, the summer sun was scorching. I drank water bottle after water bottle and hoped that I wouldn't piss myself on stage. Sweat poured down my face and I felt absolutely filthy, already sticky with perspiration. Minutes before going on stage, I twisted an empty bottle in my hands, making it crackle under the pressure. It made me feel a bit better. It was my own little bit of noise, noise that I could control, quite unlike the crowd that grew steadily louder as time went on.

Before I even knew what happened, I was being shoved on stage by my guitar tech and the three of us were greeted with a less than enthusiastic group of fans. They weren't here to see us. They were here to see the ginger Sheeran. There was an ocean of teenagers with home-made shirts that displayed their admiration of him. Big neon letters drawn in puffy ink on white Hanes undershirts, the kind that came in packs of three or five at Walmart.

"We're Cry Wolf and we have a cover for ya," I mumbled into the microphone. Bronson counted us in and we started in with "Armageddon" by Alkaline Trio. Counting down to three, I took a deep breathing before mumbling, "I wrote the words to this song on the back of a photograph."

"Behind your back it goes," Declan sang, providing backup vocals.

"A little something like this is way too big to miss I, got a letter in the mail the sender failed to let me, know where it came from. Opened it up and sure enough there we were—"

"—up in arms again."

So far we weren't getting much reaction from the crowd. I could feel my face grow red hot and my heart started to race. These kids don't know good music, I thought. I could see around eighty percent of them pull out their phones and their attention left the stage. I rolled my eyes.

"I know it's small but my last call's been called half an hour ago. I know it's late but do you think you could at least fix it for me." My head started to spin and it was hard to catch my breath. A loud buzzing filled my ears, muffling everything around me. I shakily tried to keep my balance, almost falling over as I stepped from side to side. Declan noticed something was wrong and he took over lead vocals for me. My guitar playing grew sloppy and I fell onto my knees. My sight was replaced with what looked like metallic indigo and violet streaks before fading black. I passed out for a second and woke up on my side on the stage. All of the noise around me warped into something alien and chaotic. Bronson and Declan had stopped playing and they rushed over to me. A couple of medics came to me and helped me walk off the stage. We exited to a chorus of 'boo's'. I didn't care at the time though, I felt like I was dying. It didn't matter what a few thousand teenagers thought.

A couple people helped me lie down on a stretcher in the shade, a fan blowing on my face. Someone snapped their fingers in my face and shined a pen light in my eyes. I felt cold and clammy and I moaned. My glasses were removed and a cold cloth was placed on my forehead.

"Britt, Britt, you okay?" a voice asked. I couldn't see who said it. Someone held a cup of orange juice up to my mouth and slowly poured it in. I swallowed hesitantly and continued to groan.

"When's the last time you ate?"

"How much water have you had today?"

"Yessss," I mumbled, moving my head from side to side slowly. Over the next couple minutes, my sight started to return and my breathing grew a bit easier. I stopped groaning and rested a hand on my stomach. Once everyone realized my blood sugar was just low, everyone gave me a little bit of time to rest. I closed my eyes and massaged my temple. I felt like an idiot. I couldn't do anything right. My insides burned, like I had swallow red hot coals. Fishing into my pocket, I took out my baggie of pills and popped four more into my mouth, washing them down with orange juice.

Quietly, I started to cry, sniffing softly so people wouldn't know what was going on. I heard footsteps and then there was a grating sound as someone dragged a folding chair over next to me and I wiped my eyes on the back of my hand. Puzzled, I opened my eyes and was greeted with a tidal wave of messy red hair and piercing blue eyes behind some dark framed lenses. I furrowed my brow and sniffed again.

"Uh…hi?" I said, wondering why this stranger was talking to me. He was sitting in the chair backwards so he could rest his crossed arms on the back of the chair and rest his chin on his arms. Was he a roadie? A tech? If he was dangerous, I wouldn't even be able to get away. I was glued to this stretcher by sweat and weakness, a ragdoll that anyone could pick up and toss around.

"You al'ight, love?" he asked, tilted his head to the right like a puzzled puppy dog. I realized who the stranger was and I no longer felt in danger. I felt my heart skip a beat and it took me a second to catch my breath again. My breath was caught in my throat and everything seemed surreal still. I nodded slowly and I reached out to touch his hand. I wasn't quite sure if I was still unconscious. Softly, I grazed the back of his hand with my fingertips and it felt like lightning jolted up my arm. My heart felt heavy in my chest. He was warm and slightly sweaty and most definitely real, skin pale and freckled. My skin looked tanned next to his even though I was anemic at times. It was absolutely one hundred and ten percent Ed Sheeran.

"Huh," I thought aloud, pulling my hand back before reaching out and caressing his cheek, which was covered with prickly orange whiskers, completely amazed that this kid was talking to me. He blinked hard when my fingers touched him and he flashed a tiny smile. I laughed to myself and I didn't even care if I looked like an idiot. "You're really cute in person. I always thought you were kinda homely in photos but you look totally different in real life. Huh."

He laughed nervously and shifted in his seat. I furrowed my brows and realized how mean that really was, forgetting how impulsive I can be at times and how inconvenient it was.

"Uhm, thanks," he told me as he grabbed my hand and removed it from his face. He pressed it to the hand that was resting on my belly and his fingers lingered slightly longer than expected. "Well, you look different in person as well."

I blushed and then I was overwhelmed with heat. That meant that he had seem pictures of me before and that he at least knew who I was. It felt like I was a bag of old French fries under a heating lamp. My esophagus felt like it was stretching and my mouth filled with drool before my stomach lurched and the contents of it spilled on the poor guy's sneakers. He stood up quickly, hoping to step back fast enough to be missed but he wasn't so lucky. I retched, my guts in knots as I choked and hoped I didn't aspirate stomach acid. My stomach absolutely empty, I collapsed flat onto my back and shuddered, engulfed in a cold chill. The oxycodone hadn't had the time to take effect yet but I wasn't about to embarrass myself by digging through the vomit for the nearly whole pills.

I shut my eyes hard and pressed my palms to my forehead and muttered "I'm sorry, I'm sorry" as I tried to not burst into tears once again. I cried because I looked like a fool and because if I didn't take more pills soon, I would go into withdrawals and I would want to die again.

"I'm sure I just got a whole lot harder on the eyes," I said, groaning. Finding someone interested in me was difficult already. I wasn't conventionally attractive. Wasn't blonde with an hourglass figure and a slim, beautiful face. Wasn't tall with legs that went on for miles. You'd never find me in a pretty blouse or a flattering dress. Many times I'd be mistaken for a young adolescent because of the soft, rounded features of my tiny face. The only thing that gave away my age was the deep, dark circles underneath my eyes. I always favored baggy jeans that hung off my narrow hips and dark t shirts that covered anything I didn't find pleasing. It's not that I was truly overweight, I just carried an extra ten or so pounds around my middle. Men never really found that extra ten pounds sexy unless I was on my knees in front of them, trying to pay them with money I didn't have. They didn't really dig the short dark hair unless they could wrap it around their fingers and pull it. The only time they didn't seem to mind my chubby pale thighs was when they were between them.

I pulled a crushed pack of cigarettes, my last pack, from the front pocket of my jeans and lit one, holding it between my lips and taking a nice strong drag off of it, the tip growing orange while I inhaled all of the toxins and heat that made me just a little bit calmer. I held the pack out to Ed and offered him one. He accepted the offer and placed a cigarette between his lips. I squeezed my lighter, producing a tiny orange flame, and held it up to his face. He leaned into it until the end of his cigarette was also glowing.

"Why would you wanna talk to someone like me?" I asked, flicking the ash at the end of my cigarette onto the ground. I looked at him, itching the side of my nose with the thumb of my smoking hand. He blew out a large cloud of smoke, blowing it out of my face out of courtesy. If it had been two years before, he could have been the loser on this stretcher and I could have been the sympathetic rock star, feeling sorry for the opening act. I could see him eyeing the reddened IV site in the crease of my left elbow and I knew what he was most likely thinking. "I'm a loser and I'm a burnout but I don't shoot IV drugs. You're a rising star. Why are you wasting your time with an old burnout like me?"

"I like to talk to people that I play shows with," he told me, his gaze returning to my face. I shrugged and sipped on the remaining orange juice in the tiny plastic cup, the sour taste flooding my mouth and stung the raw part on my lip that I had been picking at and I winced in pain. He asked me if I was alright again and I nodded and slowly sat up. My stomach wasn't churning but I was still sweaty and shaking, wishing I could take some more pills but I didn't want to look like a scumbag in front of Ed Sheeran. I threw my legs over the side of the stretcher and started to stand up, my legs quivering like jello. Trying to stay on my feet, I grabbed onto Ed's shoulders when I started to drop. Automatically, his hands grabbed onto my hips and for a minute we were in quite an awkward position for two nearly complete strangers.

"So uh…." I said nervously, avoiding his eyes. I loosened my grip on his shoulders but still rubbed the fabric of his blue and brown long sleeved plaid shirt between my thumb and forefinger. It was soft and warm and it smelled good. "I need some stuff from my bag though so uh…we can continue this later if you'd like." I stepped back and then around him, walking away. Before I could walk too far away, I spun on my heels and he turned around to face me again.

"I read somewhere you think arrogance is a huge turn off so when you remember this don't recall it as me being arrogant, okay?" I told him, pressing my mouth to his and gently biting his bottom lip briefly. I hoped he could taste just the orange juice and not stomach acid like I did. He looked shocked, but not offended or disgusted and that made me happy. He let me type his phone number into my cell phone and I hoped that I would see him again soon, hoping that the next time would be under more professional circumstances.


	3. Chapter 3

"I'm not crazy," I mumbled, picking at the coarse brown scab on the back of my forearm. It peeled off in stiff chunks and I could feel the air sting the shiny flesh underneath. The massive bruise on my left cheek was sore and swollen and it made my eye kind of squinty.

The rational part of me knew that any type of escape plan would be destined to fail, but that didn't stop the impulsive side of me from making a run for it during "fresh air" time after dinner the day before. Did I truly believe that I could escape two healthy young mental health aides that competed in marathons for the fun of it? The soles of my shoes seemed to slam down hard on the pavement with every step. My heart pounded in my temples and I barely made it 200 steps before being tackled by the two mental health aides. They brought me down like a leopard takes down a baby gazelle. My face bounced like a flat basketball onto the parking lot of the institution and I nearly bit through my bottom lip. Blood filled my mouth and dribbled down my chin and I spit out a slimy mouthful while I was lifted up by underneath my armpits.

I didn't belong here. I wouldn't be here if Bronson and Ed hadn't given me an ultimatum. I could either admit myself to an inpatient mental health facility for a couple weeks so I could get better or I could continue down the dangerous and reckless path that I had been following the past year or so of my life and lose my two best friends. Every night I would use my fifteen minutes of phone time to call Ed and I would sob on the phone about how the detoxing process was so taxing and how I just wanted to go home. He understood that I was here for a good reason and he would assure me that I was here to get better and that he would see me when he had a break from being on tour. He shushed me whenever my weeping grew louder until I was reduced to hiccupping and sniffing. Our conversations would end with Ed telling me that he missed me and that he would see me soon and I would reply with "I miss you so much too" and "not soon enough". After that I would smile to myself and then wipe my puffy red face with the bottom of my hospital issued white t shirt before wandering into the community living room where other patients would be watching a mediocre comedy movie or playing checkers or playing an ancient PlayStation 2.

I was absolutely amazed that he still wanted anything to do with me. A drug overdose had gotten me into this position. After having an argument with Declan, one of my best friends, I had taken eight pills instead of four before flopping down on the grungy couch in the shoddy apartment that the two of us had shared with Bronson. Before long, I had passed out and, according to Bronson, I had thrown up and my breathing was dangerously shallow. Declan had watched me nearly die, upset with me because I had ended the casual sexual relationship the two of us had been having for several years. He was sitting the in recliner next to me, watching television while my lips started to take on a bluish hue and I nearly aspirated. When Bronson had come home from the gas station, he called 911 before punching Declan in the face multiply times and throwing him out of the apartment. He gave me mouth to mouth before the paramedics arrived and they injected me in the outer thigh with Narcan. Within minutes I had jolted awake and started panting, trying to catch my breath. It sent me into immediate withdrawal and I started sweating profusely and I couldn't sit still. I just wanted to get up and move.

Bronson rode in the back of the ambulance with me to the hospital and he stayed with me for the three days I was there. In dire situations such as this, you find out who your real friends are. Declan was going to let me die because I wouldn't sleep with him and instead wanted to clean up my act for Ed. I didn't need a friend like that, someone whose jealousy nearly killed me. Bronson, however, forced me to check into a nearby psychiatric facility to detox. I didn't get into any trouble with the authorities like I was scared that I would.

It was awful being sober. I felt actual feelings. My body wasn't sore like I had always thought it was. I had been self-medicating because I liked being high and I had never realized that before. After spending multiple days sweating, vomiting, shivering, I decided that I never wanted to go through the detoxification process again. My body was exhausted and sticky.

"Please don't pick your skin in my office," my newly appointed psychiatrist, Dr. Williams, barked at me as she switched her crossed legs and tapped on her clipboard with her pen. Dark brown eyes stared at me behind thick cat's eye frames. Her blonde hair was pulled back securely into a flawless bun, not a hair out of place.

My fingers wandered away from my scab and I started to clumsily spin the plastic patient wrist band around my bony left wrist. Surely she couldn't have anything against that. Dr. Williams took notice of my nervous fidgeting and she scribbled something down on her clipboard. I studied my wrist band, like I hadn't been wearing it for the past week. Delaney, Brittany A, 22, 07/24/1993, patient number 467811, Williams, Gina. I abandoned the wrist band in favor for the stray string on my loosely-fitting baby blue hospital-issued cotton pants.

"These pants say 'Hetchingson Institute' on the right butt cheek. That makes me self-conscious," I muttered, hoping to change the subject. I didn't want to talk about my numerous problems. The doctor had a much better attention span than I did and she saw right through my pitiful attempt to bring up a different topic.

"You tried to run into the middle of traffic," she said, leaning forward slightly, studying me. "Have there be other times you attempted suicide?" I rolled my eyes before crossing my arms in front of my chest and huffing, pouting like a child.

"It wasn't a suicide attempt," I mumbled, avoiding her gaze. "It was a shit escape plan."

"James says you haven't been taking your medications," she told me, shooting me a look that could completely paralyze a weaker person. I shifted in my seat and looked out the window. I could see other patients sitting outside in the early August sunlight. Some were chain smoking frantically. Silently, I prayed I wouldn't end up like some of these poor saps who had called this place home for over a year. They knew the rules better than they knew themselves. They wouldn't be able to survive in society again. They were institutionalized. I still had my free will. I could still make it on the outside.

"James is a liar," I replied. He was also out to get me. James, the head therapist on our unit, the eastern side of the third floor, watched me like a hawk. He was also the charge nurse for the hospital. If he wanted a syringe full of 'calm-the-fuck-down' juice stabbed into somebody's butt, it was done. In my several days here, I had become the victim of James' endless power not once but twice. You go from seeing red, being completely enraged, ready to take anyone on, to 'I can't feel my legs' and 'somebody hug me, please' within a minute and a half.

"He found several days' worth of medication under your mattress. You need to take your medications to get better and get out of here," she said. "It's okay to seek help for mental illness."

I shook my head. "I don't have a mental illness."

"You have bipolar one disorder with clinical depression, generalized anxiety disorder, and adult Attention Deficit Disorder," Dr. Williams said, reading off of my chart. She looked up at me. "That's why you're so impulsive. That's why you're so antsy. That's why you get twenty minutes of sleep or twenty hours of sleep. You have episodes of depression and episodes of mania. That's why you abuse illegal drugs. That's why you have had so many sexual partners." I groaned and looked up at the spotted ceiling tiles. I didn't need someone to tell me how I feel. I didn't need someone to label me with a word as damning and as stigmatized as "bipolar". It was like being branded with a giant iron 'D' on my forehead. 'Dysfunctional', because that's exactly what that word meant to society.

I stopped answering her, done with today's session. I didn't want to engage her anymore. I needed a cigarette and a phone call. Maybe a bottle of Red Cat in my right hand. My chest felt tight and I could feel my heart start to race when I thought about calling Ed after medication was passed out.

"Have you been sexually active as of late?" she asked, reading her pen to take notes. I looked up at her before looking back out the window. She was incredibly patient, a trait I could never have. Minutes passed in silence. "Brittany, if you just answer my questions, you'll be able to get out of here sooner. I was thinking of discharging you as soon as next week."

"Yes, I have," I said, actually considering cooperating with these people. I needed to get out of here. I needed to get back to my life.

I recalled that one night in Canandaigua, being totally wasted, catching Ed in his hotel room at four in the morning. He had already called it a night and was trying to fall asleep. I was lonely and too drunk to sleep comfortably. The door opened slowly and I forced myself inside the room, pressing my lips to the first mouth not occupied. Lucky for me, everyone else had left his hotel room and I found myself locked lips to lips with Ed Sheeran, hoping that by catching him so off guard, maybe he'd want to fuck me and at least I wouldn't be alone anymore. He had other plans and he had told me that he couldn't take advantage of me while I was so intoxicated as it wouldn't have been right. At the time, I protested, but I was horny and scared and depressed. In hindsight, it was a very respectable thing for him to do and I was grateful that he thought of me as an actual person and not just some hole to fill, some name to add to a pathetic list. Instead of having sex, he let me play one of his acoustic guitars and I would sing along with some of the songs I knew that weren't my own; he wouldn't be into my music and singing helped me when I was nervous, even if my voice was actually shit. I sang along anyway.

"Maybe someday, I'll think of what to say, maybe next time I'll remember what to do, she looks like heaven, maybe this is hell, said she'd do it all again, she'd promise not to tell," I mumbled, strumming along to the Reel Big Fish tune. It wasn't the same without the enthusiastic drums and the booming voice that I really lacked. Ed swayed slowly from side to side, sitting next to me on his bed with his legs crossed.

As soon as I finished "Beer", I went into the softer and more meaningful 'Walk Through Hell' by Say Anything. I would look up at Ed as I sang the chorus. "I'd walk through hell for you, let it burn right through my shoes, these soles are useless without you. Through hell for you, let the torturing ensue; my soul is useless without you." That was cute, right? Romantic? Was I coming on too strong? Did I seem desperate?

When I finished the song, he leaned in and pressed his lips to mine gently and I hoped that he was doing it for a deeper reason than because he was drunk. It felt like a balloon was swelling inside my chest, compressing all of my internal organs, every time he looked at me.

We talked about my famous former boyfriend, the reason I had abandoned all drugs only to return to them when he told me he was getting married and that we couldn't be together anymore. He asked what it was like to be behind the stages of a professional wrestling show. He asked if I missed being famous or ever missed my ex. I told him I didn't mind no longer being famous, except for the lack of money that came with being an average Joe and that, yes, I did sometimes miss my ex-boyfriend, and yes, I did think about texting him sometimes. My ex was notorious for not staying with the same woman for too long, but he seemed to have no problem being loyal to the one he'd married after leaving me. He didn't need me when he was getting so big in wrestling. I think we were just so alike that we repelled each other. There were some nights where, before he would go down into the ring, we would argue like cats and dogs, so much so that I would be physically removed by security personnel. After a while, it all grew so old. The tattoos and piercings and occasional sweet attitude were no longer redeeming enough to compensate for his shit personality. Plus fans despised me, the majority of them saying I was only with him to get famous and that I was like a Yoko Ono or Courtney Love. The number of death threats I received online was astounding. People would say the nastiest comments, posting them on Facebook or in the comments section of YouTube videos. Ed told me that he had never heard of the professional wrestler that I had been with and I told him that it wasn't important anyway. I told him I wanted to change the subject and he didn't ask any more questions.

I was content with not being on the covers of tabloids anymore. It was a relief to not have frantic fans with no boundaries follow me home from the bar. What they actually wanted wasn't quite clear, but what I thought they wanted made me extremely uncomfortable. My time was my own and I could do as I pleased, had no obligations to reporters or journalists.

"We should record a video of us playing together," I joked, playing some random power chords. He shrugged and turned on his phone, inverting the camera so that it faced us and he pressed record.

"This is Ed Sheeran and Britt uh Delaney from Cry Wolf coming to you from Canandegyouwuh-" He looked at me for clarification, since I was a tried and true New Yorker. Not the city though, the state.

"Canuhdaygwuh," I muttered. He looked back at his phone.

"Yes," he said. "In New York. Not the city, the state. So uhm, what should we play, ya think?" I shrugged and suggesting something older. "You know TLC? Let's play uhm…No Scrubs?" I nodded and insisted he started singing. "A scrub is a guy that thinks he's fly—"

"—also known as a buster," I chimed in. It was actually quite fun singing along with him and I really hoped he wouldn't post the video. He didn't, which was both relieving and kind of hurtful. Was he embarrassed of me? Did he not want to be seen with me?

"I don't want no scrubs, a scrub is a guy that can't get no love from me," he sang, his voice cracking on the 'love'. I laughed and couldn't keep playing and he looked at me. He continued and danced a little bit. "Hangin' out the passenger side of his best mate's ride, tryin' to holler at me." He kept singing and even was able to spit out the rap. I looked like a bone headed and talentless hack next to him. I watched him for the rest of the song, just sitting there, not playing, not singing along, just watching him with a goofy drunk smile on my face.

We talked and joked until the alcohol worked out of our systems. Only then did we sleep together. It was a mutual thing, not just because that's the original reason why I knocked on his door. It was gentle and careful and, to me, meaningful. I prayed that it wouldn't be the end of our time together and two weeks later, I had received a text message from him. A sober text, and that was more significant than any drunk text I could ever receive. It was short, only saying, "you doing alright?". My heart fluttering like a hummingbird in the center of my chest. I replied with "I'm trying" and with a new hope instilled in me, I realized that it's fucked up to sleep with someone for drugs and I pulled my clothes back on and scraped what little self-respect I had up off of the dirty carpet. The dealer came out of the bathroom, naked, and screamed, asking how I would pay for the Oxys. I threw the baggie back in his face, told him 'fuck you' and to keep his bullshit pills. Then I walked my ass into the middle of Syracuse and waved down a dirty white taxi cab, climbed in the back seat, and didn't look back.

"The same person?" I nodded. "Could you possibly be pregnant?" I shook my head. "How do you know?" I huffed again. To be honest, I didn't really no. I had refused the urine drug screen when I was admitted.

"I just do okay! I'm careful! I'm not an idiot," I said, digging at my scab again until it started actively bleeding. I stood up. "Are we done here?"

"I'd say 'yes'," Dr. Williams told me, putting her clipboard on her desk and crossing her arms in front of her chest sternly. "Are you going to be compliant now?"

I rolled my eyes, grunted something that sounded like 'yes', and stomped out of the room. It was nearly seven p.m. and the line for night medications was beginning to form. I stepped into the line and sighed, tapping my foot on the rough, navy blue carpet. I could hear the faint noise of the television from the living room but it didn't sound like anything I would want to watch. Like cyborgs on an assembly line, each patient tossed back a paper cup filled with pills with a swig of water before swallowing and opening their mouths to show that they did indeed actually swallow the medications they so desperately needed.

"Hey Steve," I said, greeting the pharmacy tech behind the counter at the nurses' station. Unamused and quite aware of my noncompliance, he handed me a tiny paper cup and a Styrofoam cup filled with water without saying a word. I flashed him a grin before tipping the cup into my mouth and chasing the multiple pills with a mouthful of water. I swallowed hard and showed him my mouth, showing him underneath my tongue and trying to show him how I decided I was going to change. He warned me that James would be inspecting my room later and that I better not hide anything under my mattress again. I grabbed an apple cinnamon Nutrigrain bar from the counter before heading over to the telephones. Since I couldn't make outgoing phone calls, I had to wait every night for Ed to call.

I plopped down in the orange plastic chair and kicked my dangling legs like a child while I munched on the Nutrigrain bar. It was dry and bland and it sucked all of the moisture out of my mouth. I swallowed hard. From the chair I could see into the nurses' station, where James was staring me down, making sure I wasn't causing any trouble. He gave me no reaction when I gave him a tiny wave. The nurses saw me as a 'difficult' patient, but I don't know what they expected from me. I was the only one on the floor that came into the hospital and started detoxing from painkillers and opioids. The first couple days I was here, I was sweating, vomiting, nauseous, shivering, and weak, stuck in bed and missing out on group therapy. I had quit everything cold turkey, no alcohol, no cigarettes, no OxyContin. They were an inpatient mental health facility and they had nothing to give me to help with the withdrawals so I just had to wait it out. Heart palpitations and hot flashes kept me awake initially, until I was so weak I couldn't help but fall asleep. With Wellbutrin, one of my antidepressants, cigarettes made me feel ill so that habit was dropped relatively quickly. And I had regained the use of my knee.

After hours of therapy, I had been informed that it was simply psychosomatic, something related to the stress from having dropped out of college a month before graduation. The stress physically weighed me down; I had always told myself that I was a loser because I didn't finish school. That's what my parents had always told me as well. They had been furious with me since they had paid for the majority of my education just so I wouldn't start my life out with an appalling amount of debt. After having my parents come visit one weekend, we were put in a room with only my therapist and, after several hours of begging for forgiveness, the pain in my knee gradually faded away until I felt like a normal 22 year old. Granted I would get a little sore from several years of stage diving, but the pain would subside after some regular strength Tylenol.

The phone at the nurses' station rang and James answered it. He mumbled a few words before calling out my last name and telling me what extension to pick up to connect to my party. Excited, I squirmed in my seat. And picked up the phone.

"Hi!" I said into the phone, thrilled that the moment I had been waiting for all day was finally here. A warmth spread through my entire body like it flowed through my veins. I felt particularly warm between my legs and everything tingled.

"Hello, love," Ed said and my heart skipped a beat. I giggled to myself happily and he asked if I was okay. I told him I was and that I could be discharged in just a couple days. Every day I updated him on what Dr. Williams talked to me about and what progress I had made. He knew about my diagnoses and my medications. He told me to cooperate and that he was proud of me for seeking help for my drug problem and mental illness. I asked when I would be able to see him again and he assured me, as he did every night that he would be here in two weeks after he did some shows in England.

The first time I called Ed when I was in the hospital, it was from Bronson's phone when he came to visit me. The phone call was short because technically, I couldn't use a visitor's cell phone. He had been surprised to hear from me after a few days and was shocked when I told him where I had been and why I ended up here. For some reason, he had given me the permission to confide in him and to use him for support. I didn't delve deeper into why he took on the burden of my issues when he could have just hung up and blocked my phone calls. Wasn't quite sure why he bothered to dial the hospital phone number at midnight just to talk to me for twenty minutes every night. When one is cut off from the outside world and social media, one really gets to know every nook and cranny of the self. It also becomes easier to find things to talk about and hold meaningful conversations and that's how we had come to know each other so well just through several hours of talking on the phone.

"I'm so lucky to have you," I told him, smiling to myself.

"And I'm so lucky to have you," he replied. I wondered if he truly meant it or if he said it just to shut me up and I shook my head, as if I could physically shake the paranoid thoughts right out of my mind. With all of the time I had to reflect while I was in here, cut off from my cell phone and from the internet, I had come to realize just how intense and legitimate my feelings had grown to be. There was something that had been stewing in my brain for weeks but I wasn't sure if it would have been the right thing to say. My heart was pounding and I could hear my heartbeat in my ears. The room felt as though someone had cranked the heat but it was really just my face turning red and starting to burn.

"So uh…there's just something I wanted to tell you. I've wanted to say it for a while but I wasn't quite sure if it would have been the right thing to say," I said quietly into the phone. I inhaled a big breath and then exhaled slowly through my mouth. There was a pause as I waited for Ed to say something, anything.

"Yeah?" he asked, sounding a bit confused. I wondered what he was doing at that moment. Hopefully he felt the butterflies in his belly like I did.

"I, uh, I think I love you," I told him. There was no answer, which was exactly what I was afraid of. I always do this to myself, fall too hard for someone who doesn't reciprocate my feelings. Then I end up feeling like an idiot and being totally humiliated. My eyes burning as tears started to build up.

"Oh, uh, thanks," he replied. My chest felt hollow and my stomach twisted and I didn't want to hear anything more. A knot was forming in my throat and I tried to not cry. I choked though and I could hear in his voice that he wished he didn't say anything at all. It was hard to breathe. It was hard to talk, but I managed to quietly ask him if he would call me tomorrow night. "Of course."

"I'm sorry," I whispered into the mouthpiece, tears starting to stream down my face.

"No, no, don't be sorry, you did nothing wrong! I'm just a jerk," he assured me. "I've just been hurt pretty bad before." I nodded even though he couldn't see me. I didn't want to talk anymore, I just wanted to go lie down.

"I know you may not feel the same about me," I said, picking at my fingernails. "But I miss you and I'll talk to you tomorrow night." We said our goodbyes and hung up. I returned the phone to its cradle on the wall and walked myself to my room. My roommate wasn't in her bed so I decided to close the door and I threw myself onto my rock hard bed. I squeezed the ugly off-pink blanket in my fists and cried into my pillow. My chest heaved as I sobbed and I curled up into the fetal position. My glasses were digging into the bridge of my nose and the lenses were getting stained by my salty tears so I took them off and put them on my bedside table without folding them. A headache formed in the top of my brain and I closed my eyes tight. I just wanted to see him. I wanted to have something with him, I wanted to be the first thing he thought of when he woke up and the last thing he thought of before he fell asleep, like how I was with him. Eventually, I exhausted myself and I slipped into sleep.


	4. Chapter 4

Using my plastic fork, I stabbed at the cooling plate of scrambled eggs on my plate. The plate was still full but I couldn't eat with this piercing ache in my head. My eyes were still red and puffy. I pushed the eggs around, trying to not mix them in with the dollop of ketchup on my plate. My head was resting in the palm of my left hand, propped up on the table. I sniffed.

"Delaney, don't play with your food," one of the mental health workers, Bruce, told me. Bruce was an older fellow, with long gray hair that he slicked backwards. He, like the other counselors, wore a red shirt and tan pants, a uniform that distinguished the counselors from the aides, who wore black pants with a red shirt, and the patients. He meant well and he was a very friendly guy, someone I would confide in easily, but I just wasn't in the mood to be talked down to.

I grunted and stabbed my fork into the eggs, leaving it standing on my plate. I pushed my tray into the middle of the table and put my head down and started to sob. Bruce continued with his breakfast, he was no longer moved by mental breakdowns since he had been around them for around twenty years. I wanted to go home. I wanted to be able to be in control of my life again. I wanted to see Ed, even if he didn't love me. I hoped that wherever he was in the world, he was thinking of me as fiercely as I was of him.

I hoped that he would like sober me when I was released from the hospital, the me that didn't use drugs as a crutch to limp my way through life every day. We hadn't been high or drunk every time that we were together, but all of the fun times I could recall we were intoxicated or impaired in some way. The first time we had gotten high together was in a motel room, in trashy Los Angeles in late June. He was there to do a show, but I was taking a break from the road and had flown out there to see him. Me, with the fear of flying, had summoned up the strength to board a plane for Ed.

"I wish I could sing, like really sing," I thought aloud, exhaling thick smoke after trying to hold it in for as long as I could. My head and body felt heavier, but my mind felt lighter. Much better than when I had purchased some molly several days before. I offered some to Ed but he declined, stating that ecstasy was one thing, but molly was something he didn't want to touch. I tried to explain to him that molly was just purified e and that they had the same MDMA, but molly went up your nose.

I think that's what caught him. I had snorted a thick line of molly off of the nightstand in his motel room and then we walked to a gas station so that I could get something to drink. My throat burned and every couple seconds I would sniff vigorously, even though it really did nothing. It felt like my nose was running but it was actually dry.

I picked out a large bottle of cold, sugary lemonade and had Ed purchase it because I was scared that the clerk behind the cash register would know I was high and would call the police. I stood behind him, fidgeting anxiously until we left the store and I cracked open the bottle and took a long guzzle. No amount of icy drink could extinguish the fire in my throat.

Words came hard and fast, not that I had realized it. I could had told my life story in about twelve minutes while I chain smoked cigarettes. I'd finish one, flick the butt away, then light another one and start sucking it down in quick long puffs before the butt hit the ground. After a half of a pack of cigarettes, Ed took the cigarettes away from me. Several hours later, he told me he never wanted to see me like that again.

So I stuck with weed and alcohol. They were mellower. Not as dangerous. I passed the dutch to Ed who took a slow, solid puff off of it.

"You can sing," he told me, exhaling forcefully and coughing. The motel room was starting to get cloudy and I thought about opening up a window.

"No, I can't," I replied and I declined another drag off of the dutch. I was already melting into the lumpy mattress, limbs ten thousand pounds apiece. "I could cover Misfits or Metallica, that's about it."

I knew I had a mediocre voice. I couldn't cover Jewel or Melissa Etheridge or any female artist with actual talent. I also couldn't sing like Ben Burnley or Adam Gontier, couldn't growl like David Draiman or Dani Filth, and couldn't scream like Howard Jones or Chester Bennington. I had a punker voice. Meant for shouting. He shook his head. I rolled over onto him and kissed him loudly before squeezing his face.

I knew he was only trying to not hurt my feelings but I had seen the reviews. The mainstream and the top forty both hated me. They called me "talentless" and said I "tried too hard". I shrugged. Oh, well. I had fans who liked my music. I told him I couldn't sing like artists who were more popular.

"Why do you need to?" he asked me. I looked at him.

"People think I suck."

"I don't," he replied, playing with my hair and pulling my glasses off of my face.

"You're not 'people'. You're Ed." It was a chore trying to get my words out. The air felt thick like soap liquid.

"I'm still a people," he told me, kissing my neck softly.

"The most important 'people' in my life," I said, giggling. He shook his head and smiled but didn't say anything back. At the time, his silence worried me. Maybe he didn't think I was important to him? But in retrospect, him deciding to spend the evening inside his motel room with me, getting high, instead of going out and getting drunk, meant that I was significant to him in some way.

I wiped my eyes on the back of my hand and looked at the shredded remains of my breakfast. I missed him and silently prayed that he would still find me just as fascinating when I got out of this place. I prayed that my drug habit wasn't the only thing that we bonded over.

My ankles ached from the hours of pacing on the hardwood floors of my tiny house. I felt isolated, abandoned. My mind raced at the speed of light and from the inside looking out I could tell that I was talking faster than normal. And I was talking by myself. I would shuffle from my bedroom to sliding glass door in the living room, peek from behind the blackout curtains, search the tiny back yard, then hurriedly pace back to my bedroom, where I could fall flat on my bed and scream into a pillow. Little bugs were under my skin, I could feel them. The sensation made me sick. My senses were hyperactive and I was very aware of everything. Aware of how my socks felt since they were pressed tight against the bottoms of my feet, aware of how dense and weighed down my hair was from not showering for three or four days. If I ever changed out of this oversized t shirt and baggy flannel pajama bottoms, I would have them burned. Every little bit of my body that was too cold, I felt, and every little bit of my body that was too cold really bothered me. I rolled my bottoms up so that the majority of the material hugged my knees and I considered removing my socks until I remembered that I didn't like taking my socks off because no socks means my bare feet come into contact with the floor and who knows how clean the floor in my living room truly was. Knowing that little specks of dirt and lint were caressing my bare feet grossed me out.

I threw my body onto my couch. There was a deep depression in the middle cushion since my ass had been pressing into it for nearly a week. If I didn't shower, I wasn't pure, and then I didn't sleep in my bed. My back and neck were stiff and sore from sleeping on the couch for several nights. Used tissues, half empty Cheez-It boxes, and dirty dishes blanketed the coffee table. Every time I looked at the mess, I was so frustrated I wanted to jump up and clean the entire house, but every time I stood up, I wanted to burst into tears because I had no drive to do anything that wasn't sleeping or watching TV. My eyes were constantly red and my head was constantly aching because I cried whenever I wasn't up and pacing.

In the midst of my routine breakdown, I hadn't noticed a taxicab pull into and then out of my tiny driveway. In a moment of clarity and quiet, I heard footsteps walk up to my front door and then there was the sound of someone trying to turn the locked doorknob. There was a pause, then a couple of knocks.

"I brought you some spaghetti," a muffled voice shouted through the front door. Slowly, I tiptoed to the front door. Is it a friend? The police? The repo man? Did I owe anyone money? I had just moved here a month ago, how could anyone know this was where I lived? Was it a photographer? Paparazzi coming to see the burnt out punk rocker in her lowest of lows? My heart pounded against the back of my sternum. With a deep breath, I peeked around the corner and looked out the front door. I saw a tangle of red and a chest of blue plaid and my anxiety dissipated. I turned the lock and pulled the door open and jumped onto Ed. He nearly tipped over with my weight and he let the shopping bag he was holding drop onto the wooden porch on the front of my house. He wrapped his arms around me and buried his face in my hair and inhaled. I winced, knowing that he would instantly regret it and he did. He held onto my shoulders and pushed me to an arm's length away and looked into my eyes.

"Britt, love, you stink," he told me, knowing that it was okay to be honest with me because I was honest with myself. He searched my eyes, trying to gauge my reaction to his blunt remark. I half smiled and shook my head.

"Just like a butter knife," I mumbled to myself as I pulled him inside the house and shut the door. He furrowed his brow and followed me into the kitchen where he set the grocery bag on the counter.

"What?" he asked, trying to understand what I said. He was trying to decide if I was lucid or not, trying to figure out if I was actually coherent or just spouting out random statements. I looked at him and furrowed my brow.

"Blunt," I said slowly, acting like that was a relatively common simile that people used in everyday conversation. "Like a butter knife."

He shrugged and started to collect trash from the counter. He did a double take after picking up a dirty spoon and noticing my completely full pill case. Sunday through Saturday were untouched since I had filled each of the seven tiny plastic boxes.

"Have you been taking your meds?" he asked, tossing the trash into the garbage bin and then staring at me. I wrung my hands and avoided his gaze.

"I have been, I told you that," I replied, turning around and sitting back down on the couch. I sighed and looked down at my hands in my lap. "I – I keep forgetting." I didn't keep forgetting, I just didn't like how they made me feel. Everything was slowed down and I felt numbed. Like a foot after you've had your legs crossed for too long.

"You need to take your meds. C'mon, right now," he told me, handing me Thursday am pills and going into my refrigerator to grab a water bottle. I groaned and looked at him with large puppy dog eyes. He was having none of that, instead he thrusted the water bottle into my hand and watched as I swallowed all of the pills. He made me lift my tongue to make sure I actually swallowed them. It was like still being stuck in the hospital. With a satisfied smile, he then led me to the bathroom, guiding me by my shoulders and closing the door behind us.

He started by taking off my glasses and leaving them, nicely folded, on the bathroom counter. Slowly, he lifted my t shirt above my head, kissing my neck after he peeled it off my dirty body. After that, he started to pull my pajama pants down and I kicked them off when they reached my ankle. Reaching behind me, he turned on the shower, expecting me to shower right then and there. I was split in how I felt about this situation. I wasn't sure if I was irritated by the supervision or aroused by the exhibition. Ed then pulled my underwear down and I kicked those off at well. He kissed me below my belly button and looked up at me with deep blue eyes. With a tiny smile, I kissed him on the forehead. Conventional beauty was always a concept that eluded me, so I never felt sexy. Ed made me feel sexy though, made me feel desirable. I ran my fingers through his ginger hair before slipping into the shower.

We talked the whole time I was in the shower. He asked if I had been sleeping and eating enough, I asked if he had any crazy fan interactions. I shampooed and conditioned my hair and scrubbed my face and my body and shaved everything I neglected while in the hospital. When I stepped out, Ed was sitting on the closed toilet seat, playing with his phone. The mirror was fogged up with steam and I felt like a brand new person. I wrapped the towel around my middle and he looked up at me and smiled. While I brushed my teeth, he told me about the large crowds he played to this week and how he was glad he didn't feel as nervous on stage anymore. I rinsed my mouth out and spun around, towel still wrapped around me. He looked up from his phone and I stood in front of his, his eyes at chest level. He smiled and I kissed the top of his head, his ginger hair tickling my face.

Already I was starting to feel better. Squeaky clean, filled with meds, everything seemed a bit brighter and I was glad I had someone as supportive as Ed there with me. Someone to encourage me to be compliant. When I was truly honest with myself, I actually did need psychiatric medications. I needed therapy for an hour every other week, I needed something to level me out, something to reel me back in when I was too up or too down. It was nice to not live on a roller coaster. Sleep came easier and was more fulfilling than before. Depression no longer made my body ache. I could follow my own train of thought and I knew when comments were inappropriate and when to keep things inside instead of impulsively blurting them out.

I ruffled his hair and he smiled and closed his eyes, leaning in towards me. My fingers laced with his and I dragged him out of my bathroom, through my messy living room and past the growing mountain of unopened impulse purchases from Amazon next to the couch, into my bedroom. I had Ed sit on the edge of my bed while I brushed my hair and put on a pair of clean flannel pajama bottoms and a baggy stone gray Fall Out Boy t shirt. I walked over and stood in front of him again, clothed this time, and I starting unbuttoning his shirt after taking his glasses off and putting them neatly on my bedside table. He slid it off when I finished with the final button and I went for the waistband of his jeans. With a quick zip and unbutton, he wriggled out of his jeans and they joined his shirt and my damp towel on the floor.

Nervously I climbed onto my bed and flopped onto my belly, my face sinking into one of two squishy pillows at the head of my bed. Ed smiled and followed me to the head of the bed and he laid down on his side, his head propped up by his elbow so he could get a better look at me, though I'm sure without his glasses he couldn't see much but a bunch of blurry colors. My sight was a little better than his so without my glasses he was still perfectly clear, but everything behind him wasn't. He was so pale and I ran the tips of my fingers down his chest, to his belly button. He shuddered and I wasn't sure if it was because he was ticklish or maybe just something else. I smiled and stared into his deep blue eyes and he stared back into mine.

"Why're you nervous?" he whispered, taking notice that my breathing had hastened slightly, like it did before I had a panic attack.

"We've never done this before," I told him, scooching closer to him so I could nuzzle into the crook of his neck and I could hear him take slow, deep inhales, smelling my wet hair. He sighed happily and I smiled to myself and kissed the side of the neck.

"What about Canadanguhwah?" he asked and I laughed. He was awful at pronouncing the names of cities.

"In Canandaigua, we were half drunk and totally exhausted. If you're lucky, you prolly don't remember what I look like naked," I told him, dragging my fingertips across his jawline. To be honest, I could hardly recall having sex with him. Maybe it was my burnt out brain, maybe it was because we hadn't slept at all that night, maybe it was because we were at the point where drunk turns to sober, before it becomes a hangover. He kissed my cheek.

"You looked beautiful," he mumbled in my ear. I shook my head.

"Way to take the easy way out," I told him, running my fingers through his hair. Could he remember the tiny beauty mark I had above my left hip bone? What about the ankh tattoo that took up most of my upper back? I really didn't want to let him see me naked.

"It's true," he replied, dragging his fingers down my arm. He started to sing, hoping it would make me less nervous. Why he chose Ja Rule and Ashanti during a moment like this was beyond me. "I'm not always there when you call, but I'm always on time."

He kissed my forehead and put his hand on my waist, but it didn't stay there for long. From my waist to my hip, to cupping my butt. I giggled and pressed my lips to his. He returned the kiss and I let my lips open so that our tongue could dance inside my mouth.

"Und ich laufe, ich laufe davon. Ich laufe, ich laufe, so schnell und so weit ich kann," I sang quietly as his hand slid beneath the waistband of my pajama bottoms. With a grin, I moved his hand away and climbed on top of him, straddling his hips.

"Didn't know you spoke German," he said with a tiny grin as his hands found their way back to my hips.

"Probably better than you," I replied, thinking of the next song to sing. He shrugged and told me I was probably right.

He started to sing back to me and I planted a trail of gentle kisses from his jaw, to his collarbone, down his chest, ending below his belly button. My fingers started to curl around the waistband of his boxer shorts and I slithered down so that my butt rested on his calves and I smirked as I gently licked just above the elastic and he shivered. His fingers ran through my hair and I could feel the muscles in his legs flex and his toes cracked as they curled in pleasure. I tugged on the waistband of the underwear and he lifted his butt to assist me in pulling them down. His cock sprung lose, the head shiny with precum. I kissed it softly and the muscles in his thighs tightened beneath me. I wanted to go further but I hesitated.

Raindrops started to fall heavily, pattering on the metal roof of my house and I became very aware of the humid late August air that filled my bedroom. Sweat began to collect on the small of my back and I exhaled heavily, quite nervous. He looked up at me; it was my turn.

Slowly, I lifted my t-shirt over my head, hoping he wouldn't think less of me once he saw my belly or the pale stretch marks on my sides that raged like a silver fire. I closed my eyes, scared to see his reaction.

"Open your eyes, Britt," he told me, reaching up to caress my cheek. "You're beautiful."

I shuddered and placed my hands on my breasts. Maybe they were too big or too small. Maybe one was larger than the other. Maybe my nipples were too big. Maybe I should cover my chubby belly instead. When I was getting fucked for drugs, I hadn't cared about my appearance; it had obviously been acceptable enough for them to get turned on and when they finished I could get high and forget.

Ed gently grasped my wrists and brought my arms down so that they rested on either side of his soft white belly. He sat up with me still straddling him. He kissed me softly, running the fingers of one hand down my spine while he used his other hand to cradle the back of my head. He traced the outlines of my tattoos, first the ankh between my shoulders, then the Tibetan mantra on my lower back, followed by the seven little bats on my left upper arm. My skin tingled wherever he touched me. I placed my hands on each side of his face, my thumbs curled up and resting in front of his ears. My fingers curled up in his red hair and I kissed him deeper. I could feel goosebumps form all over my body. One of my hands lowered down between his legs and I gently stroked his erection, the back of my knuckles being tickled by the mess of coarse red hair at the base. I smiled into his mouth as he started to buck his hips and his breathing changed, quickened. I pushed him delicately, making him lie down on his back. Again I leaned down to kiss the shiny head before widening my mouth and taking in as much as I could without scraping him with my teeth. He shivered despite the humid air and I pressed my tongue against the underside, dragging it up the length as my lips gripped him tightly. In short bursts, he would exhale and his body would ripple like a wave and I would grin to myself.

When he began to moan and his breathing became more erratic, I took him out of my mouth and planted more kisses from his belly button to his neck. I bit down gently and he groaned softly, leaving tiny marks wherever my mouth had been. After a minute or two his breaths slowed down and became more regular. Only then did I position my hips on top of his, lifting my bottom so that I hovered directly above his length. Counting down in my head, I anticipated what I was about to feel. Three….two…..one.

I lowered myself down onto him, allowing him to fill me. There was a slight stinging when he entered me and I attributed that to the amount of time since I had last been in such a position. I started to lift my bottom and bring myself back down rhythmically and after a little bit he would try to buck his hips, unable to withstand the amount of time I was making him wait before he could reach total gratification. Whenever he did this, I would stop until he stopped. Only then would I resume again.

"Ah, ah," quiet moans escaped my lips. I sucked in air between my teeth and placed my hands, palms down, on his soft belly, my fingers curling, scratching him slightly.

When he could feel it build up again, he pulled out and rolled us over, reentering me once I was comfortable on my back. Tiny moans left my mouth while he thrusted inside me and softly kissed my neck. One of his arms snaked under my body while the other supported my head and he pulled me closer. I crossed my legs behind his back, drawing him deeper into me and I tilted my hips so that every plunge hit the right spot. I could feel a heaviness building within my belly, like water gathering behind a dam. Ed was dynamite and the fuse was lit. It was only a matter of time before he blew the dam apart. The pressure started to grow and I could feel a series of contractions that started in my middle and worked their way out until there was an abrupt explosion and I moaned loudly, pressing my head back into the palm of his hand and looking up at the ceiling before my eyes rolled into the back of my head and then my eyes shut tight as I let out little whimpers.

Realizing that it was alright to finish, his breathing grew erratic once again and his rhythm hastened and grew more aggressive than it had ever been before. Everything was hypersensitive so when he finally came, I did too for the second time. I could feel the violent spurts within me as he groaned one last time. He kissed my neck and my forehead and lifted himself off of me, his erection growing smaller by the minute. He rolled onto his back next to me, trying to catch his breath, and I could finally let my feet lay flat on the bed again.

I could feel something dripping from me. It felt warm and gentle and actually kind of nice. About ninety five percent of the time I used condoms, so going without felt extra sensitive to me. I turned my head to look at him and I watched his chest rise and fall swiftly. He looked over at me and smiled. Sweat had matted his red hair to his temples and his forehead and his colorful skin glistened. I interlaced my fingers with his and kissed the back of his hand. He let the back of his fingers graze my cheek.

"I love you," he whispered to me. I let go of his hand and sat up, putting my head in my own hands.

"I didn't mean it like that," he said, sitting up as well. I jumped to my feet, legs trembling, light-headed, and picked my clothes up off of the floor before going into the bathroom, where I locked the door. I huffed and I sat down on the toilet to pee.

"Britt, I didn't mean it –you know what I meant," he mumbled through the door. I shook my head.

"It doesn't count if you say it after sex," I replied, wiping and then pulling my pajama pants on. I flushed the toilet and washed my hands, then pulled my t shirt back over my head. If you fuck them right, you could get a person to say anything. They were putty in your hands. I leaned with my back against the door and wondered if Ed had done something like that before. Why would you wait to say those three words, three words that could change a life forever, until almost immediately after sex?

"You know how I meant it," he told me and I could hear a soft thump as he pressed his head to the door.

"It doesn't mean the same thing and you know it," I said, shaking my head. "When I told you I loved you, it was because you were all I could think about. You got me through a very, very difficult time."

"I know," he muttered.

"If I recall correctly, you told me 'thanks' the first time I said it to you."

"And I apologized! You know how I feel about you," he told me, trying to open the door, to no avail. "Britt, you know I love you. Fucking hell, I wouldn't have called you every day while you were in hospital if I didn't."

I sighed and unlocked the door. I opened it and hugged him, the side of my face pressed against the sweaty lion tattoo on his chest that I was hardly thrilled about. But I loved it anyway. I loved all of his tattoos, even though I thought a lot of them were dumb. They were a part of him, so I loved them. He stroked my hair and kissed the top of my head.

"I love you," I told him, squeezing him a bit tighter.

"I love you, too," he said back as he wrapped his arms around me and rocked me gently.

"I'm sorry I'm a crazy person." He shook his head and smiled.

"You're not crazy, you're perfect." I smiled into his chest before grabbing him by the hand and dragging him to the couch to cuddle. He insisted that he get dressed first so I cranked the air conditioning, ignoring the storm outside, while he disappeared inside my bedroom. I didn't want to be sweaty and gross while we cuddled. I grabbed my now cold spaghetti off of the counter and grabbed a fork from the silverware drawer. Sitting cross-legged on the couch, I dug in, twirling my fork in the take out box. I wanted to turn on the television, but I didn't want it to get fried if the power went out so I just sat there, eating in silence. When he had put his clothes back on, Ed returned to the living room, tidying up a bit before sitting down next to me. He let me lean on him and I fed him spaghetti.

"British food is fucking gross," I told him as he swallowed. "It's like caveman food."

"Why were you looking it up?" he asked, tilting his head to the side. I shrugged.

"Maybe I just wanted to cook something for you," I mumbled, taking another bite of spaghetti.

"You don't cook."

"I can cook some things."

"Putting some spaghetti in a pot and baking some frozen chips aren't really considered cooking," he replied, brushing a loose strand of hair out of my face.

"Why do you even like me?" I asked, poking at my food. "I can't cook. I'm a shit person. And I look like a nerd. With chubby cheeks. And big nerdy glasses."

"I have chubby cheeks and glasses, too," he said, pinching my cheek playfully. I tried to not smile and I put the takeout box on the coffee table in front of me. I leaned onto him again, putting my head on his chest so I could hear his heart beating. I wanted so badly to press firmly enough against him so that we could become one, our souls the adhesive holding together the single being we would become. We talked until the summer sun set, leaving this part of the world in darkness. I told him how I was going to see my new outpatient psychiatrist tomorrow and he told me how he really wished he didn't have to leave again in the morning. He sang quietly in my ear while I dragged my short fingernails gently up and down his arm.

It had been days since I had any peace and quiet within my mind. It was comforting, having someone who understood me and being so patient with me. All of the fatigue that /had been accumulating all week descended upon me like hail and my eyelids grew heavy. Ed was still singing when I finally fell asleep and the last sensation I felt was him kissing my forehead softly as he pushed my hair out of my face.


	5. Chapter 5

"Delaney, here to see Dr. Roberts," I told the receptionist, an older woman with curly gray hair and too much flowery perfume. She handed me a clipboard and told me to take a seat. I hated busy work and I zipped through the admissions forms, returning the clipboard to the receptionist in under three minutes. I just wanted to get in and get out. I tried watching the news but I just couldn't pay attention. My ADD meds had run out and all I could think about was kissing Ed goodbye before coming to this stuffy office. I missed him already.

"Brittany," called out a young blonde nurse in sky blue scrubs who stuck her head out into the waiting room. I hopped to my feet and followed her down a hall, where she measured my height and weight. She told me I had gained nearly five pounds since I had left the hospital and I wanted to cry. After that she handed me a tiny plastic cup and told me to pee in it. It was to screen for drugs. I guess legally they couldn't just take my word for it when I told her I had been sober. She showed me to a bathroom where I had no problem filling the cup since the lithium made my mouth so dry that I drained bottle after bottle of water.

I left the cup on the back of the toilet, like the nurse had told me to, before flushing and washing my hands. As soon as I left the bathroom, another nurse, this one wearing gloves, grabbed my urine specimen and disappeared with it down the hallway. The first nurse took me into a small room where she took my vital signs and asked me questions like if I had been taking my meds and if I had been using drugs or engaging in promiscuous sex. I told her 'yes', 'no', and 'no' respectively. She asked me when the first day of my last period was and when I told her I didn't remember, she asked for a rough estimate. I truly couldn't recall, maybe the last week of July? It was a little later than normal but I attributed that to the new birth control patch I was trying. I started it the week after Canandaigua.

The nurse typed away and I wasn't sure if she was making anything up in my file or not, but then I shrugged it off. After nearly thirty minutes of me answering questions, she looked up from her keyboard and told me that the doctor was ready to see me.

"Finally!" I said, exasperated. The nurse brought me into a different room next door. In the room was a desk with a computer on it, a bookshelf with various texts and miscellaneous artwork on the shelves, and a younger looking doctor with a short beard, a round face, and thick framed glasses. He stood up to greet himself and leaned in to shake my hand.

"Dr. Steven Roberts," he said before inviting me to sit down in front of his desk. He told me he had been a psychiatrist for nearly two years. We reviewed my prescriptions and my diagnoses. He asked about my social life, what I did for work, if I avoided any potential triggers that could make me relapse and return to abusing drugs. I said I didn't have any triggers, but that I just did them. Sometimes the people I was around had an influence on me too.

"Well you see them out when you feel alone and isolated, right?" he asked. I saw his point and I shrugged. Unlike the nurse, he spent his time observing me instead of click-clacking on his keyboard. He held his hands, palm to palm, fingertips pressed to fingertips, in front of his face, as if he were praying. He leaned across his desk, towards me, and at first it seemed like he didn't know what to say.

"So I've been in contact with Dr. Williams from Hetchingson Institute and she told me we may have an issue with you being noncompliant," he told me. I rolled my eyes and crossed my arms in front of my chest and thought, oh, not this again.

"I just want to tell you that it's going to be very important that you stick with your meds. Even though your drug screen was clean –congrats, very proud –something on your urine screen did come up positive," he said slowly, making sure I was listening to every word he said. I furrowed my brow. What else had they been searching for? I awaited his answer nervously. "Well, we test all of our female patients, to evaluate whether they are stable enough for it. As a standard practice, we use some of the urine for a pregnancy test and yours came up positive. Congratulations, you're going to be a mom."

I was speechless and my jaw dropped to the floor. It felt as though someone had given me an uppercut to the diaphragm and my entire body went cold.

"B-but, but," I stuttered, trying to make sense of this. "I only had sex just last night."

"Well, this couldn't have been from last night. Conception can take a couple days," he informed me. "There must have been another time."

I thought back to Canandaigua and I tried to remember if we had used a condom them. There had been one, but it had slipped off in the middle of sex and I had discovered in between the sheets of the hotel bed Ed and I spooned in afterwards. The idea of picking up a morning after pill from the pharmacy totally escaped my mind, probably because I was hungover at the time and I spent the rest of the day swooning on Oxys and drinking vodka. The lucid me, the me now, would have been wise enough to swing by the pharmacy. The lucid me would have realized that sometimes there are accidents and that I needed to think ahead because I couldn't handle a baby. I'm only twenty two.

"Can you just give me some prescriptions? I need to make a phone call," I told him. He nodded, typed some things into his computer, and about two minutes later a number of scripts printed out, which he folded and tore along the perforated edges. He handed them to me in a neat stack.

"Now I wanna keep you on the meds you're currently taking because they seem to be working pretty well," the doctor said, not letting go of the prescriptions until I listened to what he had to say. I stared back at him, trying to look like I was interested in what noises came out of his face hole and not still completely shocked by the news he had just told me. "However, they can have an effect on baby so we're going to have to monitor you pretty closely. When you see your gynecologist, you need to have him or her call me so we can form the best plan of action possible."

I groaned. No one likes to go to the gynecologist. No one likes putting their feet up in the air and having someone look at parts that we spend most of our lives being told are private. I already felt like I was floating, like I wasn't really alive, instead I was watching a poorly written drama play out right in front of my eyes. The look on my face must have concerned my psychiatrist because he put his hand on my arm and squeezed gently, trying to assure me that everything would be okay and that I wasn't alone on this. I nodded and walked out of his office without saying another word. I walked out of the building without scheduling a return appointment for four weeks, like Dr. Roberts had asked me to do.

When I stepped out onto the sidewalk, Bronson pulled up to me and I climbed into the passenger's seat of his Dodge Neon. I didn't say anything, not even when he asked how things went. I zoned out, hoping I would just wake up in my bed and it was all just some bad dream.

"Britt? Helloooooooo?" he asked, waving a hand in front of my face. I turned to look at him. "You okay?"

I think so," I replied, picking at my fingernails. "I'm not really sure."

"You wanna get something to eat?" he asked, a smile forming on his face. "We can go to the Diner!" Bronson was always hungry despite consuming massive amounts of protein at every meal. I shrugged and that's where we went.

Bronson had been working on a side project with various other punkers from the Central New York area, but he still made time to hang out with me. Declan was another story. He barely talked to either of us and we truly didn't mind, considering I wouldn't have had a near death experience without him purposely ignoring me.

We didn't talk much until we were sat at a booth inside the '50's style diner in the heart of our hometown, looking through the menus.

"So what happened at the doctors?" he asked, eyes skimming the menu, even though he ordered the same thing every time we came her, regardless of what time of day it was.

"Just found out something crazy," I said to him and I debated whether or not to tell him the news. At that moment, a young blonde waitress with a loose bun and a big smile introduced herself and asked if we were ready to order. Bronson nodded.

"I'll take a double bacon cheeseburger with no onions, a tall stack of blueberry pancakes, and a large chocolate milkshake, no whipped cream," he replied with a wink. The waitress blushed.

"I'll get a garden burger with water," I added as I handed her my menu. She took our menus and said she'd be back shortly. I leaned in towards Bronson. "Dude, I'm pregnant." His jaw dropped just like mine had and his eyes went to my stomach.

"Noooo way," he hissed, eyes wide. "What're you gonna do? You gonna tell Eddie-boy?"

"I don't know, I'm not sure," I said. I stopped talking when the waitress dropped off our drinks and resumed when she left again.

"Well, it's his right?" he asked, stabbing his straw into his milkshake and taking a long, strong sip.

"Obviously," I mumbled, rolling my eyes and kicking him under the table.

"Hey, bro, for a little bit there you kinda jumped from bed to bed like the whole world was a giant goddamned trampoline."

"Did you just 'bro' me and then call me a 'slut'?" I asked, ripping one end off of my straw so I could blow my wrapper in his face.

"It's true," he replied with a shrug. I couldn't really be mad at him; he was right after all. I had made my bed, I had to lay in it. As well as a bunch of other beds.

"I'm just a little messed up right now," I said, swirling the ice cubes in my glass with my straw. He raised his eyebrows.

"Yeah, but that's like, your norm, isn't it?" I pushed him playfully and told him to stop being an ass. He grinned.

"I'm scared, dude," I told him. "I can't be a mom. It's gonna hurt."

"Well yeah, you'll be pushing a huge thing out of your –you know," he said, tying his straw wrapper into knots repeatedly. I scowled and rolled my eyes before telling him to shut up.

I didn't say much more while we ate. My mind was too busy. What was I supposed to tell Ed? I wasn't even quite sure what our relationship was considered. Were we dating? Friends with benefits? You don't tell a friend with benefits you love them though and they would never care enough to call you every day you were in the hospital. Friends with benefits don't bring you spaghetti when you haven't left your house in over a week and they don't help you put the correct pills in your weekly med container. But he never referred to me as his girlfriend, never mentioned me in interviews or on social media. There weren't even any photos of us online and I was pretty sure he had deleted the video we had made in Canandaigua, the one where we sang 'No Scrubs' together when we were both shit-faced drunk. And friends with benefits definitely don't tell you they love you.

Something told me that we wouldn't be together for long, even if we were already considered to be together. I just couldn't see Ed moving to a suburban village outside Syracuse, New York. Couldn't picture him picking up groceries at Aldi or Price Chopper, running his hand through his wild ginger hair, trying to decide which pasta sauce to use for dinner Sunday night or whether he wanted fajitas or enchiladas as he compared flour tortillas on the shelf of the international aisle. He would look and sound so out of place signing in at a doctor's office after he made an appointment to get some antibiotics for an upper respiratory infection that plagued him in the winter months. And I certainly couldn't picture myself moving into a flat with him in England. I get homesick when we tour down the east coast of the United States, I couldn't imagine how homesick I would get being on the other side of the world. Plus I was a dog person. Cats were okay, but I like dogs much more.

As much as I wanted it, I didn't believe we would ever stay together. I wasn't marriage material and the tabloids and paparazzi already thought of me as a trashy psychopath. Psychopath and Ed Sheeran were close to being opposites. I put my hands on my belly, a belly that I had previously assumed was bloated from overeating and not holding a brand new life. A brand new life that I worried I wouldn't be able to take care of. I didn't want to burden Ed and I considered cutting ties with him, for the sake of just making life easier for everyone. Maybe I should end this before I could actually start to feel something for the tiny thing inside me. Then we could keep doing what we were doing. No true attachments. No blood connections. Some of my medications were also well known for causing birth defects, especially to the heart and brain and I wasn't sure if I would be able to handle that.

I didn't eat much. I really wasn't hungry. I was stuck on the proverbial fence and the grass wasn't greener on either side. The chances of me having a healthy baby and a healthy and fulfilling relationship with Ed were slim to none.

On the car ride home, I called the nearest Planned Parenthood. Maybe they could give me some answers.

X x x

It was cold in the examination room. They had gotten me in pretty quickly. It was August twenty seventh, three days after finding out I was pregnant, three days since I last saw Ed, though we had been texting like normal. I looked up at the ceiling. There were tiny flowers painted on the tiles. Then I looked over at the wall, which was white with random scuff marks. I shivered underneath the paper sheet they had given me. The air conditioning was cranked up and I didn't have any pants on. I wished I had brought a jacket but then I remembered how the air was so humid and stuffy outside and I realized how, fifteen minutes ago, I had been trying to get the inside of my car to this freezing temperature.

There was a soft knock on the door and then it opened. In came a nurse or an ultrasound technician, wheeling in a large ultrasound machine. She introduced herself and a nurse practitioner followed her into the room.

The nurse practitioner did a lot of talking, most of which I didn't listen to. They squeezed some blue translucent ultrasound jelly onto my lower belly and the technician started to press gently as she searched my uterus. It didn't take long before she found a bean shaped alien looking form and then I could hear a steady rapid galloping noise. The technician looked at me and smiled.

"That's your baby's heartbeat," she said.

Something changed within me when I heard that galloping noise. I could feel a swelling in my chest, like my heart was a balloon being filled with too much air. It was as if reality struck me and it started to sink in that whoa, there's a baby in there. A real baby, one that I helped create. One that would be inside me for almost an entire year. I didn't even realize that there were tears streaming down my face until they formed a damp spot on my t shirt.

"Does it –is everything okay with it?" I asked, sniffing. The technician handed me some tissues and I wiped my eyes. The nurse practitioner nodded with a smile.

"I know you were concerned because some of the medications you take," she told me. "The benefits seem to outweigh the risks so I agree with your psychiatrist that you need to stay on your meds."


	6. Chapter 6

After receiving the news, I called Ed immediately, begging him to come back to New York and see me. There were no shows scheduled for August of 2015 so I wasn't quite sure why he needed to be anywhere specifically. It wasn't my business to ask either but it was a little irritating when he sounded inconvenienced. I tried to make it not sound urgent, even though it kind of was. At least it was to me. He was never annoyed with me, at least not openly, so it made me kind of nervous.

Unable to contain the news for much longer, I met him at the airport in Syracuse and I asked him to settle down and get some coffee with me. I tried to not push any buttons since he was going to be receiving a surprise that was essentially an uppercut to the diaphragm. He seemed a little uneasy as he sipped his tea and I anxiously drummed my fingers on the tiny table we were sitting at. Ed had offered to buy me something but I declined. I felt too nauseous to eat or drink anything.

I fidgeted apprehensively and started twirling my finger in my hair. He looked at me before furrowing his brow. He knew my little tics. He knew when something was amiss. I picked at my nails before taking in a deep breath. I figured I should just come out and say it like I say everything else: crude and frank.

"So, turns out I'm not just getting fat," I began and I could tell he wanted to stop me mid-sentence, just to insist that I wasn't overweight. "There's a baby in here."

Ed started choking on whatever he had in his mouth and it attracted the attention of the people around us. When he finally caught his breath, he put his hands, palms down, flat on the table and looked directly on me.

"Is that your way of breaking news to me?" he asked, gasping. My eyes burned and I swallowed hard and nodded. From my pocket I produced a black and white picture that made his heart melt. I could see it in his eyes as they widened behind his glasses and he took it from my hands so he could hold it closer. His jaw dropped and his gaze drifted from the ultrasound photo, to me, then back to the photo.

"You're, you're," he started.

"Pregnant," I finished for him. I waited for him to deny it being his, though he was honestly the only person I had been sleeping with since May. My shady past sort of counted against me, however, and I knew that. His eyes began to water and he sniffed quietly before putting the photo down on the table and burying his face in his hands. He sobbed quietly for a minute or two and I couldn't hold back my tears any longer.

"I heard the heartbeat," I whispered to him, keeping my voice quiet so I wouldn't choke and start dry heaving in the middle of an airport coffee shop. He spread his fingers out so he could look at me through them.

"I'm gonna be a dad," he said, slowly, his eyes swollen and red. I nodded and sniffed and he got up and hugged me tightly.

X x x

It wasn't unusual for my cell phone to ring on and off throughout the night. People were always trying to get ahold of me, whether it was for a show or an interview or some other formal engagement. I would be jolted awake briefly before rolling over and covering my head with a pillow so I could doze off again. But there were some phone calls I just could not ignore and they were calls that alarmed with Brittany's personalized ringtone.

I always worried about her, whether she wanted me to or not. I wanted to be there for her whenever she was upset so I could deescalate the situation before things went too far and I was receiving another call from a healthcare facility, saying that she had overdosed again or that she had died. I shivered at the idea before scrambling for my phone and sliding my thumb across the screen to accept the call.

"Britt?" I asked, frantically. I tried to calm down so that I wouldn't get her more upset than she already was. "You alright?"

The other end of the line was quiet and I almost believed it to be a call made by mistake until a small, shaky voice squeaked out a bizarre question.

"Ed, am I real?"

I was dumbfounded. What kind of question was that? With a sigh, I took a minute to evaluate the situation and compose myself so that I could handle this the best way possible. I had been skimming a fair amount of literature on bipolar disorder and mental illness. What she was experiencing right now was called "disassociating". She felt disconnected from life and she needed to ground herself. I shushed her.

"Britt, what do you hear right now?" I asked calmly as I sat hunched over in bed. She paused.

"Well, you. Uh, a car just drove by," she mumbled. "The TV is on in my room."

"And what do you see?"

She thought for a moment and I rubbed the back of my head and yawned.

"The Christmas lights are on. My t shirt has a hole in it in the bottom."

"Good, good. Now what do you feel?"

She described to me her anxiety and she could feel her heart racing and her insides twisting up in knots. After a couple minutes, she calmed down enough to have an actual conversation.

"Thank you," she told me. Her voice had taken on a breathy, sexy, confident tone that she only had when she was relaxed.

"Where did all of that come from?" I asked, lying down, thinking that me continuing to sit up, despite my aching, tired body, wouldn't help either of us at this moment. I sighed when my head pressed into the pillow as she told me about how she had been restless all day, about nothing significant in particular. That's just how people with generalized anxiety disorder lived their lives. Brittany would watch beloved television shows and films when she was nervous, the familiarity of the characters and storyline serving as a sort of foundation that she could cling to for a sense of stability. I asked what move she had been watching before she started questioning the credibility of her existence.

"Silent Hill," she mumbled and I rolled my eyes. I could roll my eyes when we weren't face to face without getting any grief from Brittany. Then I wouldn't have to spend the next fifteen minutes assuring her that I did in fact take her seriously and didn't just brush off her concerns because they could be so petty.

"What did I tell you about watching movies like that?" I asked her, staring up at the ceiling and watching cars cast shadows across it as they passed. She knows I don't like horror movies. And I definitely don't like having to console her when she would call me, crying, at all hours of the night because what if someone somewhere is patient zero for the zombie apocalypse? What is consanguineous rural dwellers are looking through her windows, watching her? What if the rumbling in the other room was a ghost or demon instead of the typical groan of the pipes inside the walls of her relatively old house? Brittany could be incredibly intelligent and logical at time, but occasionally she would regress back to senseless childhood fear of the unknown and it would take forever to bring her back. She could be absolutely irrational.

She told me how I didn't like her watching scary movies because, despite her interest in them, she wasn't the only one who would suffer in the aftermath. Then she told me how she likes movies like that but, at the conclusion of the film, two characters returned to their home to be reunited with the father character, only to come back to a foggy dimension, completely cut off from the real world and it seemed hopeless that they'd ever see each other again. I cut her off before she could get herself worked up again.

"Is it foggy outside?" I asked, half-jokingly. She told me "no" and I said her problem was solved but she wasn't happy with that answer.

"Ed, I'm serious," she replied. I could practically fell her scowling at me.

"Fine, fine," I muttered, rubbing my tired eyes. I thought for a moment. "Uhm, put your hand over your heart."

"What? Why?" she asked.

"Just do it," I told her softly. "And I'll put my hand over mine."

I placed my free hand, palm down, left to my sternum until I could feel a subtle lub-dub beat against my hand.

"Okay, I'm doing it," she said after a short pause. "But why?"

"Do you feel your heartbeat?" I asked.

"Mhm," she answered. "What about it?"

"That heartbeat means you're alive," I told her. "It means that you're here, right now."

"Okay, but why are you holding your hand over your heart?"

"Because mine is beating for you." There was a silence, then a cooing noise that gradually grew higher in pitch.

"Awwww, Eddie Sheeran!" she squeaked, her voice cracking as she tried to hold back tears. I smiled, happy that it worked. It meant that the worst part was over.

"Can you sing to me, please?" she asked and I nodded, even though she couldn't see it.

"Of all the money that I e'er had, I spent it in good company," I sang quietly into the phone, choosing a melody that she had previously told me she found soothing. After a minute or two, the only noise coming through the phone was a quiet, soft snoring. I smiled as I continued to sing, until my eyelids grew heavy and I drifted off to sleep.


	7. Chapter 7

I didn't like Brittany Delaney when I first met her. She was arrogant, sloppy. Her personality made her extremely unattractive, as did her well-known drug problem. It didn't help that she threw up on my trainers the moment we were introduced.

Declan, her band mate and now former friend, had warned me about her. He had told me that, without a doubt, she would try to sleep with me. Initially sex was the furthest thing from my mind. I was too worried that she would end up hurting herself. She seemed so reckless. That's why when she knocked on my hotel door in the early hours of the morning after the show, I couldn't turn her away. I didn't want some sleazy guy taking advantage of her because no one deserves that. I didn't want to be another regret for her. She would sober up and have to deal with enough demons already.

Ever have a preconceived notion of a person and then have that view completely change once several hours are spent with that person? Then one can observe the way that being holds a spoon or the way that they look down and away when they smile, trying to avoid showing the teeth they were so self-conscious about. Or how they rub their collar bone absentmindedly when they start feeling anxious.

That happened to me. She fascinated me and I wanted to know what made her tick. I wanted to shrink down, crawl into her brain, and explore every valley and mountain of her mind like it was the lost city of Atlantis. I wanted to know her front to back and I wasn't sure why. She looked like an awkward teenage boy, hair short and dark brown, thick waves framing her full moon face, wearing a faded black t-shirt with some classic punk rock band on it and a pair of jeans that hung off of her barely there ass, pockets cupping the backs of her thighs since there was nothing curving outwards to put them in the correct place. She hardly had the figure to walk a runway. She had been sweaty and flushed, color drained from her face after vomiting.

I was just as drunk as she, if not even more. Only then did I notice the soothing hum that her voice took on once she started to get sleepy and quiet or how her glasses would slide to the end of her nose and she would look over them like some kind of baby librarian. Or how her eyes were dark blue like storm clouds that emerge rapidly from a previously clear sky or how they seemed almost grey like slate in fluorescent light, pupils drawn in tightly, like the way she hugged her knees to her body when she sat on my bed.

When she wasn't sniffing around for drugs or meaningless sex, she was actually a congenial, compassionate person. She recollected moments when her band still played in small clubs where she would dive off of the stage, risking her own safety just to sucker punch a pushy fellow at the bar who wouldn't take "no" as an answer from the petite college girl who was terrified to stick up for herself. Only after the guy pressed both of his hands to his potentially broken and certainly painful nose would she yell over her band mates, "don't fuck with girls at my shows, asshole".

Watching her watching me sing while she played guitar ignited a miniscule spark deep in my middle. There was nothing to extinguish the fire that the spark started within and it spread as it would in dry grass. Gradually, over several hours, that spark turned into a flame, then a raging blaze that heated my insides and boiled my heart, my pulse racing to compensate for the shortness of breath I was beginning to feel. I wasn't sure if I wanted any of this and I hoped that maybe she had slipped something into my drink while I was distracted –not that I received that impression from her but I was in denial.

I wanted to hold her that night and I caught myself cupping her cheek and gently stroking her face with my thumb several times. Her skin was so soft; I'm sure she didn't appreciate my rough, callused fingers. It excited me to see her eyes shut softly, eyelashes dark and thick like a doll's, while she leaned into me, pressing her forehead against mine while she stroked the back of my hand and held it closer to her face. A little smile danced on her lips and she released a content sigh. I lifted my head and took long slow inhales, smelling her hair. It smelled clean and sweet and I couldn't help myself when I began tenderly kissing her neck. She groaned quietly and I assisted her in pulling her t-shirt up and over her head so that I could plant kisses from her neck to her collarbone to between her breasts.

Her gaze was averted to me, eyes bold and piercing. She was a siren and I wanted to dive into her stare like a foolish sailor, irises the color of a raging tide. I plummeted into the crashing waves in her mind. Even though I was underwater, floating through life, everything still felt fine.

Xxx

The bedroom door quietly creaked as I gently nudged it open with my foot, phone held steady in front of me. I tiptoed over to Brittany's bed. She was sleeping on her belly and one bare foot emerged from beneath the comforter. Her mouth hung open with her head pressing down into the flattened pillow, hair sprawled out around her like a peacock. I smiled as I bent down to gently tickle her bare foot with my fingertips. She withdrew and exhaled through her nose in a kind of snort. Without opening her eyes, she brought her knees up to her body and turned onto her side before stretching all of her limbs out and groaning, joints popping with the sudden movement. She opened her eyes.

"What are you doing, babe?" she asked in her quiet morning voice.

"Just looking at you," I told her as I sat down next to her on the bed, looking through the lens before looking at her over the top of my phone. She sat up and kissed me softly before falling onto her back and sinking into the covers. She crossed her arms behind her head and her t shirt lifted up, exposing her lower belly. Her skin was pale and smooth, not blemished by sunlight as she wasn't one to show the midsection she was so self-conscious about. Her belly was mildly swollen and she noticed me looking. Huffing, she pulled her t shirt back down over her stomach.

"Don't look," she told me, rolling over and curling up. I smiled and asked why, to which she replied with, "I look like a whale." I leaned over and cupped her belly in the palm of one hand. I stretched my fingers out across it and gently squeezed.

"It's a baby, not a birthday cake," I assured her. She shrugged and tearfully told me that it was okay for me to be so lighthearted about the situation since it wasn't me "getting fat". I stopped recording and tossed my phone down on the bed before crawling behind her and wrapping my arms around her middle. With my upper hand, I tucked a piece of hair behind her ear before whispering about how I was sorry and I didn't mean to ruin her day before softly kissing her neck.

"What if it was a birthday cake though? Or a pizza?" she asked. I shrugged and kissed her again, telling her that I'd still feel the same about her whether she weighed a hundred or four hundred pounds.

X x x

"I like 'Emma' for a girl and 'Jack' or 'Tatum' for a boy," I said as I dragged a paint roller down the wall, leaving a pastel green behind.

"Is that why you're doing the green?" Bronson asked as he ripped sections of blue painter's tape off for the windows and ceiling. He pressed the tape against all of the surfaces that weren't meant to be green. I nodded.

"That's why I don't wanna find out," I told him, rubbing the underside of my swollen stomach, waiting for a kick.

"What does Eddy-boy want?" he asked with a grin.

"He wants a boy, but he'll take anything healthy." I made sure the current coat was even before I moved to the adjacent wall.

"Don't you think you should have a window open?" he asked. I shrugged and pointed to the box fan that I had aimed out of the room.

"It's the middle of December and it's supposed to be fume-free," I said, putting down the paint roller so I could stretch out my sore lower back. I cracked my neck and rolled my shoulders, feeling the warmth of my blood rush to my aching spots.

Xxx

"There's nothing to wear!" I shrieked, throwing myself on the ground. Ed walked up to me and nudged me with his foot.

"Why are you crying?" he asked. Bronson was sitting on the couch, drumming on his legs.

"Dude, she's prego and bipolar," he told Ed. "That's kind of just what they do." I glared at him.

"I look like a little kid with a beach ball under their shirt," I said, pouting. I groaned. "None of my clothes fit me."

"I don't know what to tell ya, bro," Bronson said, continuing to drum on his thighs. I pointed at Ed accusingly.

"You did this to me! Why would you do this to me?" I shouted. He raised his eyebrows and looked taken aback.

"It's not like we planned for this to happen," he mumbled and I felt bad for yelling at him. He was like a hurt little puppy. "I think you're beautiful no matter what."

Bronson rolled his eyes and I ripped my shoe off of my foot and threw it at him. It hit him in the side of the head and he yelped. I tried to sit up but it was difficult with my swollen belly, throwing off my center of balance. Ed extended a hand and helped me rock onto my bottom. I looked up at him sheepishly and tapped the toes of my feet together.

"Would you still be with me if I never got pregnant?" I asked quietly and part of me was scared of his answer.

He squatted down next to me and the short pause made knots in my stomach.

"Yes," he told me, cupping my face and stroking my cheek with his thumb. He smiled and tried to pull me to my feet, but struggled.

"I'm heavier now," I told him. He shook his head and helped me up before dragging me to the closet, encouraging me to change into some clean clothes. I told him I didn't want to. I just wanted to go lie down on the couch and mope. I didn't want to go out in public. He gently grasped the bottom of my shirt and I gripped his wrists and whimpered and shook my head.

"C'mon," he said, starting to lift my shirt up. I tightened my grasp on his wrists and tried to stop him.

"Don't," I muttered. "I look like a whale." I don't care how beautiful pregnancy was supposed to be, I felt absolutely disgusting. I felt like shit all of the time. Nauseous, exhausted, sore. Constantly, from the moment I opened my eyes to the last second before I fell asleep. Naked, I looked like a garden snake that swallowed a soccer ball.

I had been trying to be careful about not gaining too much weight during pregnancy so I abandoned my usual diet or ice cream, chips, and pizza for Greek yogurt and salad. It didn't make me feel any better.

He put his hands on my belly, cupping it like it was a flower that he didn't want to crush. He kissed my forehead and rubbed my belly slowly and the baby went wild. His face lit up.

"He's happy," I told him as he kneeled down and pressed his cheek to my bare belly. Ed looked up at me.

"He? How do you know it's a 'he'?" he asked and I shrugged.

"I just had a feeling," I replied, wrapping my arms around his head.

X x x

"I have an idea," I told Ed, turning down the main street of a housing development nearby. I parked my car on the side of the road and jumped out, rushing to the passenger's side so I could open the door and grab onto him and take him along. There was a tightness wrapping around my middle that had been ebbing for a couple hours but I attributed it to stomach cramps from eating too much food. I pulled my jacket around me a bit tighter. It wasn't too cold, but it was slightly windy and it bit my cheeks sharply.

"What? What are we doing?" he asked, shutting the door behind him. I locked my car with three presses of the button – a nervous habit I did with anything I was unsure about –and dragged him down the road. It was late December but rain lazily fell on and off all day instead of snow. Any other winter in Central New York would have meant that we would have to trudge through several feet of heavy, dirty snow, teeth chattering and shivering, but it was unusually warm in Syracuse, New York, one of the snowiest cities in the continental United States.

"We're going on a date," I told him. Our first actual date that didn't involve me breaking life altering news to him or ingesting mind altering intoxicants with him. This would be our first date where no one was mentally impaired by substances, legal or illegal. I interlaced the fingers on my left hand with the fingers on his right hand and gripped tightly.

It was dark on this street and I clumsily tripped over my own feet. Ed caught me before I could face plant onto the pavement. Thrown off balance by my belly, it took a moment for me to regain my composure. I was relieved when we finally turned down a well lit private drive. Most of the houses were outlined in plain white Christmas lights while some illuminated their shrubs with rainbow strands. Flamboyant LED freckled Christmas trees stood proudly in front of the picture windows of the massive homes, showing off all of their glory to passersby. Two or three homes had obnoxious pink trees planted in their family rooms that brightened the grass in the front lawn. I "ohhh'ed" and "ahhh'ed" in my head and I hoped Ed was doing the same. It wasn't an extravagant date, but I thought it was at least a little romantic.

Larger than life inflatable figurines stood guard over the scruffy grass in multiple yards. A chubby Santa waved his puffy arm back and forth slowly while an air-filled Snowman bobbed from side to side as he shivered. One could hear the faint hum of their tiny air blowers if one listened close enough.

"It's all so pretty," I thought aloud and Ed squeezed my hand gently, silently agreeing with me. I smiled to myself, gaze drifting from one decorated house to another and I wondered what kind of people lived in each dwelling. I thought about what problems they had, where they worked, who they loved. Did they finish their holiday shopping? How close were they to their families? Was anyone getting a divorce for Christmas? It all seemed overwhelming after a moment or two so I reeled myself back in, determined to focus on my own life.

After observing dozens of homes, we came to a dead end. Before we could spin around to start back for the car, I grabbed both of Ed's hands and looked up at him. Lights reflected off of the lenses of his glasses and the starbursts that shined back at me made him look like a cartoon character that had been struck quite hard about the head and I giggled. He smiled at me and I pulled him in for a tight embrace. I pressed the side of my face to his shoulder and we rocked slowly. He hummed softly in my ear and we danced in the middle of the street to no music, unafraid of becoming the victims of a careless driver at one o'clock in the morning and unworried about being judged for being ourselves.

"I love you," I murmured into his chest, voice muffled by his hoodie. He ran his fingers through my hair and kissed my forehead.

"I love you, too," he told me. I closed my eyes as we continued to dance, the soles of our shoes grinding against the damp pavement since we barely lifted our feet off of the ground. I reached up and wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him closer while his hands gripped my hips firmly.

"Marry me," I told him, burying my face into his chest and sighing contently. That happiness was short lived however as we stopped dancing and Ed held me an arm's length away and looked into my eyes.

"Whoa, whoa, what?" he asked, brow furrowed. I shrugged.

"I don't know, it was just a thought," I told him, looking down at my feet. This was not the reaction I had anticipated. Already I could imagine the bitter lyrics in a song about a broken heart on his next album. Maybe that one would be called "Negative" or something, since I was that kind of influence in his life. Pain wracked my belly again and I winced but it quickly subsided.

"That's a pretty serious thought," he replied. "That's a lifetime commitment, it's not something you just shrug about."

"Fine," I answered, picking at my fingernails, still avoiding his gaze. "Then I take it back."

"That's not something you can take back," he said, stepping back so he could put both of his hands on the back of his head and look up at the sky while he huffed. Silently I wished he would fabricated a pros versus cons list in his head and I hoped that the fact that I am the mother of his unborn child would tipped the scales in my favor.

"Does that mean you have an answer for me?" I asked, looking up from my rough fingernails. He looked at me, amazed. In retrospect, it was a significant life-changing question and maybe I shouldn't have handled it so lightly. He didn't answer me, instead he nervously paced in a circle, unsure of what to say next since obviously I wasn't afraid to say anything that crossed my mind on an impulse. A word wasn't said for a couple minutes. I wanted to say we should just go for it and that if things didn't work out we could always just get a divorce but I've read his lyrics, I know how he would react to something like that. It certainly wouldn't paint me in a positive light if I said something as barbaric as that. Not everyone saw my impulsiveness as "cute", especially when it involved circumstances such as these. When he still didn't have an answer for me after a couple more minutes, I took a deep breath before spitting out a bizarre statement.

"Can we at least just try?"

He stopped pacing and tilted his head to the side, like a puzzled puppy. My boldness amazed him. After analyzing it for a moment, his face grew soft again and I think he realized that I actually sounded pathetic. He pitied me and that soured my stomach. I don't want pity.

Without saying a word he stepped up to me and embraced me tightly. He cradled the back of my head with his hand and sniffed softly in my ear. I was going to ask if he was crying but then I thought that maybe I would seem like I had no empathy so I kept my mouth shut. My understanding of other people's emotions was quite immature and underdeveloped.

I asked him if he was alright and he slowly nodded his head and he exhaled and it sounded like a bit of a laugh and I was even more confused.

"Why are – why are you laughing?" I asked him quietly. He laughed again and sniffed.

"You, just you," he told me. "You're – you're just crazy." At first I was hurt because he never called me crazy or used any aspect of my mental illness against me. But then I thought that I would sound a little insane to even the craziest person in the world. I'm sure he laughed because he realized just how ignorant I was. Marriage wasn't a brand new luxury car that one could roll off of the lot with before wrapping it around a tree and trying to return it to the dealer. People were fragile, they could be broken and every bit of pain they felt or caused was much more permanent than a smashed up car. Cars could be sold or given away and forgotten about. Hearts needed patience and forgiveness and affection to heal.

"So….what do you say?" I mumbled, kicking the pavement and trying to not cry. Ed hugged me tightly and he exhaled through his nose sharply in a kind of a snort.

"You know what? Maybe," he told me, kissing my cheek before insisting we return to the car. I agreed with him. A gentle sprinkle began to fall while we journeyed back. Another cramp seized me and my belly felt hard. The pain radiated around to my back and I tried to keep quiet. When we reached the car, I unlocked it before holding the keys out to Ed.

"Maybe, uh, maybe you should drive," I told him, biting my lip and inhaling sharply when the pain intensified and I doubled over. The pain was a mix between the world's worst menstrual cramps and eating too much Taco Bell. Ed was concerned and he bent over to get closer to my face while rubbing my back. He kept asking what was wrong and I replied through gritted teeth, "we need to get to the hospital. Something is not right."

"Oh," he said quietly. Then he took a moment to think and his eyes widened. "OH!"

With assistance I made it into the passenger's seat and then Ed tumbled into the driver's seat. His hands were shaking and he dropped the keys. Watching him, one would believe he had never handled a set of keys before. Growing impatient, I asked him if he knew what he was doing and he nodded fiercely before managing to start the car. I started taking deep breaths and blowing them out to help ease the pain between barking out directions to the nearest hospital.

Initially the ride was rough as Ed adjusted to the working of my car. I demanded that he went faster and he would nervously speed up for a short distance before slowing down again. He was anxious about passing people and kept telling me how he was worried about being pulled over. Again and again I assured him that in an instance like the one we were in, some things could be forgiven.


	8. Chapter 8

"Why isn't there any crying? Isn't there supposed to be crying?" I asked frantically. My anxiety was still raging despite the Xanax they had given me. Ed shushed me and rubbed my shoulder. His eyes never left the nurse that picked up and toweled off the limp life form I had brought into the world. He didn't get to cut the cord –the doctor did that –the nurse had rushed away so quickly. They had placed the baby under a warmer and were vigorously stimulating it, trying to get it to cry. When silence prevailed, Ed told me they began doing CPR and they inserted a breathing tube through the bay's vocal cords since it wasn't breathing on its own. I didn't recall any of this, as I was absolutely exhausted and kept fading in and out of consciousness.

I did, however, remember Ed leaving my side when he thought I had fallen asleep. He crossed his arms in front of his chest and tapped his foot impatiently, standing behind the group of nurses and doctors.

"What is wrong? What is going on?" I remember him asking. A nurse pulled him aside, leading him away from our baby as the cluster of professionals worked away.

"Okay, Dad," she said calmly. "Your son wasn't breathing on his own and his heart wasn't beating. We had to perform CPR on him and we intubated him to help him breath. He'll be taken care of, they're very good up there." She told him that we could go see him in about an hour, once everything was settled. A couple nurses helped me get cleaned up but by then I was barely conscious and didn't really care who was touching or seeing my naked lower half. The last thing I remembered was looking at Ed and telling him I was scared. He nodded and ran his fingers through my hair.

"I know, love, I know."

X x x

"He's real cute. I went to see him while you were sleeping," Ed told me, letting me hold onto him for support. My body was wracked with pain but I refused all pain medications, worried that I could possibly relapse. As I waddled down the hall, he rested his hand on the small of my back and helped to guide me along. Part of me was upset that he didn't wait for me to wake up before going to see the baby, while the other part of me was happy to see that he was so excited to be a dad, even if it did happen a couple months early.

After going up one floor in the elevator, we walked down the hall until we came to a pair of heavy wooden doors. A sign that said 'please wash your hands' was taped to the wall above a tiny sink. An intercom crackled to life next to us, asking us who we were here to see. Briefly, I felt like the Cowardly Lion and Scarecrow standing before the Wizard of Oz. All that was missing was the smoke and flames and giant floating projected head.

"Baby Delaney," said the Scarecrow beside me. I nodded in agreement. The doors opened for us automatically and we washed our hands thoroughly before stepping inside. He led me down a hall, past the nurse's station, into the second nursery, labeled with a giant letter 'B'. He stood me in front of an isolette covered with a Winnie the Pooh blanket. Seeing my hesitation, he lifted up the blanket on one side of the isolette. Inside was a tiny baby, made to look even smaller when compared to the diaper that cradled his bottom. A blue light shined down on him and a foam blindfold covered his tiny eyes. A tube stuck out of his mouth and was connected to two limbs, a blue one and a white one, which snaked back to the ventilator next to the isolette. An IV catheter stuck out of his tiny foot and his tiny heel was bruised from capillary sticks. The hospital band around his little ankle looked huge.

"He only weighs about a kilo," Ed mumbled, excited no matter how miniature the baby in front of us was.

The ventilator made two chirps and a yellow notice came across the screen that said 'high pressure' as the baby stretched, his legs sticking up in the air like a dog when it plays dead. His nurse, Sara, introduced herself to us and said that she would be taking care of him until seven at night. She handed me several packets, the first of which was titled "What to Do When Your Baby's in the NICU". I didn't want to read the packets, I just wanted to hold him.

"You can't hold him yet, but you can touch him," Sara told us and she clicked open one of two tiny windows on our side of the isolette. "Make sure your hands are warm though. He can't regulate his temperature very well yet."

I rubbed my hands together vigorously until the friction began to heat them up, then I slowly put my hand inside of the tiny window. His skin was so pink, almost red, and nearly see through, like tissue paper. It was covered with fine, soft hair. I gently touched the palm of his hand and his fingers wrapped around my index finger. I smiled and sniffed and wiped my eyes with the back of my free hand.

"He's so beautiful," I whispered to myself, softly stroking the pale hair on his head, terrified that I would somehow brush too hard and would squish him. "My little Christmas baby."

"Thought of any names yet, Mom and Dad?" Sara asked as she wrote the baby's vital signs down in his chart. Before she closed the chart, I caught a glimpse of the foot print in the front of it. It was so small, only about two inches long. I looked at Ed and he looked back at me. It was the first time I had actually looked at him in several days. He looked exhausted, red hair messier than usual, dark circles underneath his blue eyes. A crinkled visitor's pass with his name and picture on it was pressed to the left breast of his green hoodie and it looked like it was starting to peel off. He exhaled slowly through his nose.

"I like 'Tate'," I said, smiling and still looking at him. He smiled back and nodded. "Tatum Edward."

"Will his last name be 'Delaney'?" the nurse asked and I shook my head.

"Tatum Edward Sheeran."

Behind me I could hear other moms and nurses whisper, wondering aloud if it was the Ed Sheeran. They quietly dared each other to come over and talk to him, but I stopped them before they had gotten any closer. Ed hadn't noticed, as he had started talking to the nurse, but he turned his head when I said something.

"Nuh uh," I said loudly to several women who were edging their way up to us. "Not appropriate."

"Britt, it's fine," Ed told me, gently squeezing my shoulder.

"No, it's not," I replied, watching the ladies retreat back into the shadows like the vampires they were. I reminded him of how only a couple weeks before he had pledged to stay away from social media for a while, for a rest, to get away. "This isn't a show; you're here because of your sick child."

He apologized quietly and shrunk down into the chair next to mine, pulling the hood of his sweatshirt over his head and I felt bad for scolding him. I knew what it was like to be a 'fan girl', to crave any possible smidge of interaction with your idol, but there were boundaries. Hospitals are definitely off limits, it's just respectful. Out of the corner of my eye I saw a mom take out her phone and hold it straight up. Before she could take a single picture, I pointed her out and shouted at her, calling her a 'creep' and a 'leech' and told her that our life was none of her business. The hell I was raising attracted the charge nurse over to us and she quietly mumbled to us to keep it down or we would have to leave. She also advised the rest of the nursery that taking pictures of patients was against the law and broke HIPPA and anyone that had their hands in their purses, digging for the phones, suddenly pulled their hands back.

Satisfied, but still slightly paranoid that my outburst would make it onto some sort of social media, I peered back into the isolette at my infant son, his chest rising and falling rapidly, his tiny rib cage prominent underneath his paper skin.

I buried my face in my hands.

"How old is he?" I asked Sara quietly, voiced muffled.

"He's twenty eight weeks and five days along," Sara replied, filling a tiny syringe with some baby formula and connecting it to an orange tube coming out of Tate's mouth. It was directly next to his breathing tube. She gently and slowly pushed a couple milliliters through the tube. "That's just under three months premature."

I felt so helpless. I couldn't feed my child, couldn't hold him. Instead I could just watch him as a machine breathed for him.

"But his heart's beating on its own now, right?" She nodded.

"Yup, he just had a bit of a rough start," she said before telling us that she has another patient to take care of and left us by ourselves.

"I can't even make a baby right," I mumbled, pressing my hands to my face. "Can't do anything right."

"Oh, hush," he told me, gently squeezing my thigh.

"It's true. What if he's really messed up for the rest of his life because of me? What if I can't take care of him when he comes home? What if I can't handle any of this? What if I run out of meds and totally lose my shit? Did my meds hurt him at all?"

"You need to calm down," he told me. "You'll be a good mum and the doctor said that he only has a tiny heart defect that they can fix with surgery."

"His heart is defective?" I asked, shaking my head as more tears ran down my cheeks. "My baby is defective."

"Britt, he's fine," he assured me. I told him he looked exhausted and that he should go back downstairs and get some sleep. He shook his head. "I'd rather be here, with you and the baby."

"Do you like him?" I asked meekly. I sniffed. He rolled his eyes and laughed quietly.

"I love him," he told me. "Don't worry."


	9. Chapter 9

One would think that a hospital would be the best place to go when things needed fixing, whether mentally or physically. People were supposed to get better in a hospital, supposed to be pushed out in front of the hospital in a wheelchair by a pretty nurse, "Get Well" balloons and flower arrangements placed securely in a lap. Being relatively healthy –aside from the mental stuff—I never had much experience with hospitals and healthcare. Having a baby in a Neonatal Intensive Care Unit was incredibly straining on a relationship, especially one where both partners were separated by time and distance the majority of their child's hospital stay.

It felt as though Ed wasn't around much anymore. I grew lonely, antsy, impulsive. Postpartum hormones didn't help matters much either. When I wasn't sitting at Tate's bedside, watching him anxiously as he grew little by little every day, I was at home on my sofa screaming and crying. Weeks turned into months and I only had phone calls to hold me over. After being bombarded by conflicting emotions every second of the day –despite my medication having not been changed a bit – I kind of sort of had a moment of weakness.

I didn't tell Bronson and of course I didn't tell Ed, but I looked through my contact list and reacquainted myself with some old "friends". Marijuana was out of the question, the nurses would smell the skunky aroma and I'd have Child Protective Services breathing down the back of my neck. Again. It was frustrating that I had to prove that I was fit to bring a child to my home. Normal mothers didn't have to do any of that.

In no time at all, I returned to my previous doses of oxycodone and Xanax. I needed to be numb. Life was too difficult. The high allowed me to forget that I had a sickly infant spending months in the NICU –where the hospital bill certainly wasn't cheap—while I spent hundreds of dollars on narcotics and benzos, despite having no personal income. Bronson had decided he had had enough of being handed sweaty twenty dollar bills after a show and he agreed to move on to law school since his girlfriend was now expecting and he thought he have to grow up and be a provider for some reason. I didn't have a band, instead I was just a washed up punk rock singer.

The pills welcomed me back with open arms and I could spend hours dazed on the couch, not having to act like an adult.

Xxx

I wasn't exactly on speaking terms with my significant other these days. We mostly exchanged short text messages and blank stares and when we encountered each other in person, words were hardly spoken and those that were were quick and awkward. I didn't believe I still had a significant other anymore. I was in this all by myself.

"Hey, Britt," came an all too familiar voice behind me. I spun on my heels to look at him.

"Oh, hey, Ed," I mumbled as he sat down in a chair next to me. He unclicked one of the tiny windows so he could reach in and caress Tate's small head with his thumb. The infant threw his arms and legs up beneath his father's touch and Ed smiled.

The nurses had told me how he visited faithfully, so faithfully that they had become quite familiar with him. I wasn't sure what he had been telling them, but they glared at me every time I entered the nursery. So much so that it was extremely uncomfortable. I was the furthest candidate from "Mother of the Year" to them and I understood why but I still didn't think it was fair to target me the way they did. The anxiety they gave me was nearly enough to deter me from visiting my own child, which pushed me even further into the realm of negligent parenthood.

It really bothered me to hear news through gossip sites and tabloids before being told by Ed. It was as if the rest of the world took precedence over me.

"So," I started, sitting down next to him and staring at him. "I heard some things the other day." I could see him swallow hard. He had been anticipating this confrontation.

"Yeah?" he asked, twiddling his thumbs. "What things?"

"That you were going to sue me for full custody of Tate?" I tried to control the volume of my voice. My throat tightened and my eyes began to burn as I held back tears. He furrowed his brow.

"No," he told me, looking at me with soft forgiving eyes and my stomach started to relax. "I never said that at all."

"Then why am I hearing all of this shit from the grapevine?" I thought aloud, sighing and averting my gaze to the floor. The floor was never confrontational. I heard Ed take a big breath in before breaking big news to me.

"I was talking to the doctors about maybe transferring him to a NICU back home," he replied. Home? Syracuse was home. That's where I thought we would raise him.

"But he is home," I said, trying to not think about what I knew he was implying. My hands clenched into fists and my fingernails began to dig into my sweaty palms.

"No, er, I mean my home." My heart dropped.

"Like on the other side of the world?" I asked, tears starting to blur my vision. "Without me? But we were supposed to be in this together."

He knew I would get homesick and that I would never be able to move so far away. He also knew I didn't like airplanes. The idea of flying filled my mind with images of aircraft with failing engines or sitting in a turbulent flight where I was strapped down in my seat with nowhere to go. Images of planes being torn in half or bursting into flames. At least in a car I could stop it and get out at any time to catch my breath. That would mean maybe he didn't intend for me to move with him. Maybe he didn't want me to come along and he wanted to take my son away from me. He noticed how much he was hurting me right now.

"I mean, it's, uh, it won't be for a couple more weeks," he told me, as if that would fix everything. A couple more weeks wasn't long enough to get used to something missing forever.

"You've probably been waiting for this since the day he was born," I muttered, pulling my knees to my chest and rocking nervously on my chair.

"Well, no, but I just want him to be safe," he said, most likely anticipating an outburst from me. Those words were like an uppercut to my diaphragm. It was harder to breathe and I felt as though I would vomit so I escorted myself out of the NICU so I could throw my face into the nearest trash receptacle.

I had nothing more to say to him.


	10. Chapter 10

I thought I knew Ed Sheeran. I thought I did. Turns out we were complete strangers.

My body ached. I could feel every twinge of pain in my stiff body. The cushions of the couch were no longer surrendering to my form. My body had imprinted into the sofa. The thin layer of sweat and filth and oil that covered every inch of my skin was palpable and disgusted me. When my head wasn't pounding, I was sleeping. I was restless, tossing and turning in hopes of somehow relieving the tension in my shoulders and back. My energy level was in the negatives. Tears streamed down my face and my nose was permanently stuffed up. My stomach groaned with hunger but my body was too drained to shuffle to the refrigerator and munch on some baby carrots or cheese crackers.

I spent the majority of my time conscious with a migraine, watching rerun after rerun of cartoons, reality shows, and sitcoms. After the first day, I no longer took in any information from external stimuli. Instead my body felt heavy with anguish and stress. Depression and anxiety crushed my chest and it felt harder to breathe. My cell phone had died several days ago so any calls or text messages sent to me went unanswered. I lost track of how long I had been isolated inside my house. I wondered if my life was actually real. Maybe I didn't truly have a child in the neonatal intensive care unit. Maybe Ed Sheeran wasn't actually my best friend and partner.

I no longer found pleasure in shows that I would repeatedly watch in hopes of alleviating my anxiety. The familiar characters and story lines were no longer a crutch I could hold on to when life felt like it wasn't worth living anymore.

A full bottle of Xanax sat in front of me, alone on my coffee table next to a half empty crinkled water bottle. It was tempting. Many times every hour I considered tilting my head back and emptying the contents of the small orange canister into my stomach. Then I could get some fulfilling sleep. Then I could be truly alone. Then I was no longer a burden on anyone else's life. I wasn't important, just a nuisance.

I cried whenever I thought about this. I thought of the wonderful life my infant son would have without me. Ed could find a sweet ordinary girl who wasn't verbally abusive and emotionally bruised. He wouldn't have to tell Tate about his defective mother who couldn't have taken care of him if she was still alive. Tate could be so happy. I wouldn't be there to hit or scream at him. He wouldn't be the outlet for my frustration and agitation. I couldn't be a nurturing, caring mother.

When the pressure was too much inside my head, I pressed my face into the ever flattening throw pillow my head rested on twenty four seven and I screamed. Ever dose of Tylenol seemed to do nothing. After a while I took four or five at a time, ignoring the warnings on the label that advised against taking more than two at once. I didn't care if my liver was damaged.

I considered writing a suicide note but I only got through the first couple sentences before my arm started shaking too much to write legibly. My body shook with dry heaves as I took large gasping breaths and sobbed loudly. My eyes were puffy so it was hard to see anyway.

I didn't lock the front door. Maybe some crook would try to break in, planning to pawn off my electronics but instead finding me on the couch. Maybe I would get lucky and he would strangle the life out of me or maybe slit my throat. Possibly shoot me at point blank range so that my worries and problems would be nothing more than a splatter of blood on the wall and floor. No crook ever showed up however.

X x x

"I really hate you sometimes," I mumbled, tears slowly sliding down my face. I knew it was mostly my fault. In my lowest point, I pushed him away. I returned to my despicable drug habit and lost control.

I didn't realize how far I had sunk until I had a tube in my nose, pumping out the contents of my stomach. The emergency room experience for my overdose was pretty blurry from the few pills I had actually begun to absorb, but what memories I could recall were unpleasant, with a constant gagging sensation and the nurses repeatedly poking me with needles. They were having poor luck because I was so dehydrated.

When I woke, I was in a stretcher with my clothes cut off of me. A large adhesive pad was placed on my upper left chest and another on my lower right. A bag valve mask was above my head, blowing fiercely in my ear. A clear suction canister collected to the wall was filled with a pale foggy liquid. Multiple nurses stared at me and the one in charge of my IV shouted something about two units of Narcan.

"Her color is improving," said the person at the head of the bed, holding the bag in her hand. "Page Anesthesia, her airway seems pretty stable. Tell them 'never mind'."

I was transferred to the Intensive Care Unit and placed on suicide watch for seventy two hours. I was told my liver had been damaged. I was threatened with potentially mandatory inpatient hospitalization in eastern New York if they considered me to be a danger to myself or others by a social worker. Luckily they deemed me sane enough to be released out into society only having to be urine drug screened weekly but I was appointed a counselor and was to be closely monitored as an outpatient.

I was excited to have Bronson pick me up and give me a ride home from the hospital. It had been quite a while since I last conversed with my best friend and I was almost bouncing in the passenger seat. He, however, appeared to be everything but excited to see me. A scowl was plastered across his face and he refused to look me in the eyes. My face fell and I didn't say a word.

"You know, I thought women were supposed to mature faster than guys," he finally said as he pulled into my driveway. I furrowed my brow, confused. He shut his car off and continued to stare forward. "You need to grow up. You have a child of your own that needs you so quit acting like one yourself. We're not kids anymore."

Silently, I hung my head in shame and gave him a kiss on the cheek and a quick hug before stepping out of the car and closing the door gently. I stood outside and watched him pull away. When he was out of sight, I sat down on the porch stairs and sobbed, my face buried in my hands.

After several minutes, I sniffed and disappeared inside my house, struck with inspiration in a moment of pure insanity.

X x x

It felt bizarre to hold a guitar again, but I knew I'd have to make it work. My laptop was set up in front of my couch so that's where I sat. I cleared my throat and counted quietly, refusing to allow myself to abandon this idea.

With one last deep breath, I looked into the laptop's camera and hit the record button. I started strumming a riff that had grown familiar to me. I inhaled through my nose before I began to sing.

"_He's like cold coffee in the morning, I'm still drunk off last night's whiskey and coke," _I mumbled, my voice pitiful when compared to Ed's, but I continued regardless. "_He makes me shiver without warning, makes me laugh like I'm in on the joke."_ I felt like a complete idiot. An unoriginal, desperate fool. "_Give a little time to me or burn this out, we'll play hide and seek to turn this around, all I want is the taste that your lips allow. Tell him that I love him, tell him that I need him, tell him that he's more than a one night stand. Oh, my, my, my, my, oh, give me love."_

When I finished my quick medley, I laid my guitar across my lap and sighed before looking into the camera again.

"Well, Ed, uhm, I'm sorry. I'm sorry for being a shitty girlfriend and a negligent mother. I'm sorry for putting you in the role of babysitter even though I'm a fully grown adult. I've given you so much shit and you just take it like a champ. You have no idea how much I truly thank you for being such a strong pillar in my life when everything else crumbled around me. I'm sorry that it took a brutal hospitalization to make me truly realize that I had a good thing going and I messed it all up like a total fucking idiot. I'm sure you want nothing to do with me and I don't blame you at all. Please take care of Tatum, I know you'll be a fantastic dad. You're so full of love and light. I just made this video in hopes that it would make up for some of the stuff I've done lately and I miss you, even if you don't miss me. And I love you."

With that, I stopping recording and immediately started the uploading process to my facebook and youtube. It was the longest half hour of my life and the comments from the public started piling up, some praising me, others shaming me, saying how I'm an "attention whore". These weren't responses I cared about so I flopped down on the couch and stared up at the ceiling. My hands were folded on my stomach and I drummed my fingertips and closed my eyes.

My eyes popped open when I heard my cell phone vibrate across the coffee table and I hesitated to answer it. I bit my lip and accepted the phone call before holding it up to my ear and waiting patiently.

"Hey, Britt."


End file.
